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arte Madeleine Kiedaisch-Elmore, named for her French grandmother’s 

two sisters, was saved at birth from having to spell and pronounce her 

two given names when her mother, who fought a losing battle all her life 

to get her name pronounced “Mart,” not “Martie,” immediately nick-

named her Mimi. 

From a very early age, Mimi loved anything to do with crafts, working 

with whatever hobby craft her mother bought her. She even assembled 

model cars. It didn’t so much matter what the car was, just what the  

assembled model looked like. By the time she reached second grade, she 

knew she wanted to paint portraits of animals, even though she never had 

a pet other than hamsters and fish due to childhood allergies. 

Later, in elementary school, she started creating her own projects:  

making boxes out of balsa wood, 3D painted wooden art, tiny acrylic 

paintings on canvas with wood backings, and painting rocks. In high 

school, she started assembling large, intricate, punch-out paper models of 

European castles and tacking them upside down to her bedroom ceiling. 

In between the castles, she hung mobiles she designed out of wood. 

 Her mother’s  

parents lived in  

Chicago and her grand-

mother grew up in  

Paris. Visiting Chicago 

every summer, she had 

regular exposure to the 

Museum of Science and 

Industry and occasion-

al visits to the Art  

Institute.  

Flowers Summer Magic 
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When asked what she wanted to do when she grew up, Mimi’s most  

common reply was, “I want to be a veterinarian and also paint my  

patients.” When she was ten years old, she spent the summer in Europe, 

mostly in Paris, visiting her Great Aunt Marthe, the true French spelling 

of her and her mother’s names. In Paris, she visited several great  

museums, including the Louvre. 

 Another lasting interest of Mimi’s, which developed in high school, 

was photography. At that time her father had become a serious  

photography hobbyist, and when Mimi showed genuine interest, she 

was often able to join him in his darkroom. She showed a real knack for 

the medium, not only in the darkroom but also developing her eye for 

composition. 

In 1974, Mimi graduated from the University of Iowa with a degree 

in graphic design and photography. From Iowa City she moved to  

Boulder, CO, where her sister lived, and took her first job as an artist for 

a startup greeting card company. She wasn’t happy with the company’s 

artistic tastes, so she left after a few months and went to work in the  

Colorado University Educational Media Center, where she met Larry 

Elmore, a former U.S. Air Force photographer and then  

cinematographer/editor at CU.   

Working together on a series of 30-minute films about alternative  

energy, their relationship developed rapidly. Within about a year, they 

were married and had decided to leave their nest at CU and open their 

own media production company. Over the next 32 years, their business, 

Telluris Studios, produced slides, film, advertising, marketing media and 

major corporate events for Fortune 100 companies. They also developed 

advertising to support local politicians and political initiatives about 

which they were passionate. 

As they sensed the approach of computer animation technology, 

they sold their 35mm slide animation systems and converted to digital 

production platforms. To support this venture, Mimi became an early 

self-taught power user of Adobe Photoshop, primarily to create original 

art. Until 2008, the Telluris Studios creative team produced annual sales 

meetings for IBM, which has a plant outside Boulder. 

Their association with IBM lasted for 30 years and expanded to 

cover the globe as they travelled the world interviewing IBM clients 

about their successes with IBM products and software. Telluris produced 

all print media as well as scripts, video production and editing for IBM 

during that time. Among other corporate clients for their video  

production and meeting event services were Sun Microsystems, Coors, 

Storage Tek, ValleyLab/Pfizer and many others. 

Continued on  Page 3 



As their business grew, so did Mimi’s family. They had a fairly large  

inside-the-house menagerie—always two 

dogs, multiple cats, and often several birds, 

including macaws, cockatiels and  

cockatoos. Many of these were strays taken 

in by Mimi. Many of the animals suffered 

severe illnesses, which were treated with 

sometimes experimental surgeries and 

medical treatments at the nearby Colorado 

State University Department of Veterinary 

Medicine.  

Mimi’s love of gardening first became 

evident around their property in Boulder. 

She read many books about desert climates 

and the plants that thrive in them and 

eventually transformed her gardens. In the 

late 90’s, they moved to Lyons, CO, to a 

new house on a completely bare-earth lot. 

It wasn’t long before the weeds moved in 

and threatened to invade the entire  

property.  She immediately set about trying to 

transform it. 

Her dream was to create a mini environment that would help the soil hold 

more water and have the plants to attract native bees, butterflies, moths,  

caterpillars, and other insect larvae that thrive in a desert climate. These, in 

turn, supported nesting songbirds. And all this wildlife required very little  

added water. After several years of work and nurturing, she has achieved her 

desired results. 

 As personal computers became more powerful, IBM felt they could  

produce their shows internally. This left Telluris with a greatly reduced  

income. Mimi then focused on creating new products with her original mixed-

media fine art prints, which were exhibited in galleries in Texas, Arizona,  

Colorado and Iowa and juried shows in Roswell, NM, Mapleton, GA, and Best 

of Colorado 2006 at the Denver International Airport. 

Among the subjects she created were flowers she had photographed on their 

various business and pleasure travels. From these she moved on to wild  

animals she photographed around the Southwest and people’s pet photographs 

that she sold online. 
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In 2006, Mimi received native wildlife garden certifications from the National 

Wildlife Federation (NWF) for her gardens in Lyons. From 2007 to 2010 she  

supplemented their income by working for a couple of large garden centers and 

nurseries as an expert in perennial, native and xeric (desert and drought tolerant) 

plants. 

In 2010, as the economy began to recover, she created Wild by Design, a native 

wildlife habitat landscape company. When she started her business, she was one 

of only five designers in the country to 

have a similar design philosophy and 

the only one in the Rocky Mountain 

region. The NWF defines wildlife  

habitat as: “Areas distributed  

horizontally and vertically across the 

landscape that fulfill the needs of a 

specific wildlife species for the basic 

requirements of food, water,  

reproduction or nesting, and  

protection against predators and  

competitors.” 

 When much of Lyons was  

literally washed away by the horrific 

flash flood in 2013, Mimi and Larry 

were asked by the City of Lyons to  

create a native habitat educational  

garden in the Lyons Town Hall Plaza. 

 Mimi still maintains her  

passion for all the different paths she 

has pursued, and she currently has no 

plans to quit. 

Continued from Page 3 

 Annie 
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he hard plastic barriers surrounding the new reading and sculpture garden of 

the Keokuk Public Library Park, are coming down in 

the next few weeks, which will encompass almost the 

entire city block next to the public library, between 

Fifth and Concert and Sixth and High Streets. 

Originally the site of a large brick house, the  

reading and sculpture garden is enclosed by a vintage 

stone wall some four feet high which was the garden 

wall for the house.  The Keokuk Public Library  

Foundation—the private 501(c)(3) charitable  

organization created to benefit the library—renovated 

and reconstructed that wall a few months ago to  

beautify the enclosure for the reading garden. 

The reading and sculpture garden, marks the first 

phase of construction for the Library Park. Now  

entering completion, this area includes a gathering  

area and entryway nearest the library building.  The 

entryway radiates from the historic 1881 cornerstone 

of Keokuk’s first library building, which stood on the 

corner of Third and Main Streets for 80 years.  The  

cornerstone was salvaged from the original library 

building when it was razed in the mid 1960’s and was 

moved next to the current library at the corner of Fifth 

and Concert.   

The year recorded on the old cornerstone—

“5881”—uses the Masonic dating system to indicate 

the usual “1881” date because the original building 

was dedicated in a ceremony sponsored by the  

Ancient Free and Accepted Masons, a charitable  

fraternal organization.  A Masonic dedication was a 

common practice at the time and indicates that the Ma-

sons contributed  

significantly to the cost of construction of that building. 

At this entrance to the reading and sculpture garden, permanent brick 

benches will surround a water wall.  The brick used in construction was  

carefully selected to match the color and texture of the brick used in the current 

library building, as well as the brick which was used in the construction of the 

north entrance of the library completed in the early 2000’s. 
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For the attractive water wall, water will emerge from the top of a brick wall 

near the center of the entryway and will trickle down a series of granite steps to 

fall into a basin of river rock.  The water will be retrieved from the basin by a  

recirculation pump which will push the water back up to the top of the wall.  In 

this way, water will be conserved. 

A portion of the water wall will be designated as an area to record memorial 

donations to the Library Park’s construction.  How memorials and a record of  

donations will be displayed has yet to be determined.  Library patrons and other 

Keokuk residents have been generous in donating to the library 

park, providing over $150,000 for the current construction. 

Unfortunately, accessing water to complete the water wall feature of 

the reading and sculpture garden has temporarily halted  

construction. 

 “When the old brick home was razed many decades ago, 

Keokuk Waterworks discovered that the access pipe from the Fifth 

Street water main was made of lead, so the lead line leading to the 

house was removed and stubbed off at the water main rather than 

the curb,” explained Duane Taylor, president of the Keokuk Public 

Library Foundation.  “This means that a new line has to be laid from 

the water main to the park site, causing an unanticipated expense 

and delay.”  

 Abolt, Inc., the firm that won the bid for construction of the 

reading and sculpture garden, also indicates that the granite slabs 

for the “water steps” for the water wall have not yet arrived.  Once 

the park has access to water and the granite has been delivered, con-

struction may proceed to completion. 

 In addition to the brick construction, a large sculpture called 

“Flights of the Imagination” has been donated to the park by a local 

family.  The sculpture will be placed in the reading and sculpture 

garden and mounted on a large stone base.  Also several free-

standing benches have been donated to the park by individuals and 

the Keokuk Rotary Club. 

  “The Keokuk Public Library Foundation owes a huge debt of 

gratitude to those individuals and local charitable organizations for their support 

of the Library Park project,” says Taylor.  “The Foundation hopes to continue fund

-raising so that other areas of the park may be constructed.  The support of the 

community is vital to our efforts to create a useful urban green space in Keokuk.” 

The Foundation’s board of directors hopes to dedicate this portion of the 

Keokuk Public Library Park sometime in the upcoming spring. 

Flights of the Imagination 

Continued from Page 6 
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eplacing a light bulb in your house takes you only a few minutes, but if you  

multiply those bulbs by a thousand, you can see why Jerry Herr can spend entire days 

replacing light bulbs at the Grand Theatre. 

 “I figure there are at least 1000 bulbs in the Marquee sign in front of the Grand,” 

commented Herr. “That’s just in one area outside of the theater; there’s lots more  

inside, and even though recent  

developments in LED lighting have 

led to a longer bulb life, it is a constant 

battle to keep the theater well lit.” 

 The beautiful and historic Grand 

Theater was built in 1924 on the one-

time site of The Opera House, which 

burned to the ground. It was 

patterned after the great theaters 

found in Chicago and features  

architecture that is sure to inspire and 

impress theatergoers. 

 Capable of seating 800 people, the 

theater has a main floor and balcony 

seating. The upper level looks down 

upon a stunning stage. The  

proscenium arch is decorated in the 

art deco style popular at the time. 

Framing the stage are delightful  

frescoes created out of plaster and  

professionally painted. The plaster 

used to create the frescoes was  

prepared in a workshop that was 

across the street. It was said to be a painstaking process, with layers added slowly like 

icing on a cake. In some cases, horsehair was added to strengthen the plaster. 

 Atop the main floor seating hangs a huge chandelier, nearly eight feet in  

diameter and, of course, lit by lots of light bulbs, which occasionally have to be  

replaced. 
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 “Cleaning that thing is quite a chore,” said theater manager Dianne  

Stanley. She explained that with the help of some brave souls, the entire apparatus 

is lowered to head level. “We have some people from GRP (a local theater group) 

who are willing to climb up a series of catwalks that are far above the heads of the 

audience to lower that monster. You’re not getting me up there!” she laughs. 

 The back stage area may be even more impressive. It contains an area in a loft 

that is referred to as a “hemp house.” But don’t get the wrong idea. The hemp that 

is used backstage was for constructing thick ropes that raise and lower lights,  

curtains and backdrops. With an ingenious series of pulleys and counterweights, a 

few stage hands can float down entire walls where earlier there were none. It takes 

over two miles of rope to accomplish these tasks. 

 These days, the Grand Theatre is used as a venue for all sorts of  

performances, including dances, plays and even weddings. The rental fee is  

modest but helps to cover expenses. After all, buying a hundred light bulbs at a 

time does not come cheap! 
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he doors of the Keokuk-Hamilton Dam Museum will be opened to 

the public with an initial viewing on Saturday, November 16 from 10 

to 3. History will come alive showcasing the events, the people and 

significant achievements as the magnificent Mississippi was tamed. 

Through grant funding, donations, and numerous fundraisers, 

the advisory board has renovated 428 Main Street in Keokuk to  

accommodate a collection of memorabilia from the early 1900’s to 

assist in telling the story of the construction of the power house and 

dam, to house the Keokuk Convention and Tourism office, to offer 

office space for rent and a meeting room on the lower level for non

-profit organizations. 

Upon entering the building, a model of a paddle-wheeler  

invites the public to learn more. The museum begins circa 1803 

with the purchase of the Louisiana Purchase and moves the visitor 

through the challenges of the Des Moines River rapids to the  

politics of funding and design and the plight of securing an  

engineer to head the project. 

There are photographs depicting the first day in 1910 to the 

completion date in June 1913. Deemed as the largest hydroelectric 

dam/powerhouse project in the Americas, completion was  

accomplished in 3½ years, well ahead of schedule. It came in  

under budget and met all the production guarantees within the 

first 12 years of operation. 

Visit the museum to learn more about the people involved in 

moving a concept – a dream – into a reality. Discover the  

numerous ‘firsts’ achieved, take a virtual tour of the power house 

and view a variety of tools used by the workers, who came from around the 

world, while they labored to build the dam and power house. 

The advisory board plans to continue adding to the collection and will 

change displays to promote the museum as a living document of the significant 

accomplishments generated by 25 business leaders who sought to move an idea 

into reality.  

Rents range from $125 to $250 per day. Call Carla Celania  

at 319-524-4887 for further details and available dates.  

Top right, Keokuk Power Plant. Above, a 4 

foot lathe used in the construction of the 

power plant & dam 
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Clockwise from top right: Bikers arriving in Keokuk, at last; Father Joe Roost plays the Caliope to welcome  

visitors; Julie & Mike O’Connor with the Pollmann family from Breeze, IL;  After enjoying a lasagna dinner 

and a large breakfast, Linda and Dennis Apple’s guests, Team DeBeers, each left Keokuk with a souvenir geode;  

A bicycle built for two; Bike traffic ahead 
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Clockwise from top left: Riders coming down Grand  

Avenue; Guests of Ed & Dev Keidaisch: Brian, Ethan, 

Mary, Tara, and JD. Mary and two of her sisters rode 

RAGBRAI a number of years ago. This year Mary’s 

daughter, Tara, grandson JD, nephew Brian, and great 

nephew Ethan rode RAGBRAI for the first time in  

honor of the 3 sisters; One of many buses in town for 

RAGBRAI; Camping gear at the First Christian 

Church; You’re Almost There; Riders at the dip site 
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o indigenous North American tribal leader has had more iconic portraits made of him 

than Keokuk, the chief of the Sauk (or Sac) and Meskwaki (or Fox) Tribes, and the person 

for whom our town is named.  He was born in 1780 or possibly 1781, although some 

sources have said 1767, having conflated his year of birth with that of Black Hawk, his 

greatest rival among the members of the Sauk Tribe.  

Some sources also mistakenly identify him as a member 

of the Meskwaki Tribe.  This is because in 1735 the Sauk 

and Meskwaki lived near each other in what was to  

become Wisconsin and formed an alliance to defend 

themselves from Europeans and other Indian tribes.  The 

Meskwaki were called “Renards” (the Fox) by the 

French, and thus came to be called the Fox Indian Tribe 

by those who spoke English. 

Keokuk was the son of a Sauk warrior of the Fox Clan 

and his name, Kiyo kaga, is best translated as “one who 

moves about alert,” but can also be translated as “The 

Watchful Fox.”  Although the U.S. Government  

recognized Keokuk as the leader of what it called the Sac 

& Fox Confederacy for treaty-making purposes, it was 

his name and his clan that had fox associations, not his 

tribal membership. 

Both the Sauk and the Meskwaki moved south from 

Wisconsin into Iowa, Illinois and Missouri, starting in 

1735, and their principal village at Saukenuk was well 

established by the time Lt. Zebulon Pike visited it in 1805 

and 1806 as he was exploring the Upper Mississippi River.  By the 1820s it is estimated that 

over 5000 people lived at Saukenuk, among them Keokuk, then in his forties.  

During the War of 1812, Black Hawk, along with most of the tribal leaders of the Upper 

Midwest, sided with the British.  Keokuk did not.  He remained at Saukenuk, but when the 

village appeared to be threatened, he was elected a war chief for the purpose of defending 

it.  This angered Black Hawk when he returned to Saukenuk, because Keokuk, as a member 

of the Fox Clan, had no hereditary right to be a chief.  Black Hawk, a member of the  

Thunder Clan, did. 

 This rivalry between Keokuk and Black Hawk continued through the Black Hawk War 

in 1832, which resulted in Black Hawk’s defeat and in Keokuk’s recognition as the leader of 

the Sac & Fox Confederacy.  He had been to Washington in 1824, and this trip had con-

vinced him of the futility of fighting the United States.  Thus, when Americans of European 

descent began encroaching on land in and around Saukenuk, Black Hawk was ready to go 

to war and had pretty much convinced those who were allied with Keokuk to join him, 

when Keokuk got up to speak.  He said he would lead his warriors into battle, but then he  

Continued on Page 14 
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said, "Let us first put our women and children to eternal sleep, for we cannot 

leave them and we cannot take them with us; we know they must die. Let us go 

to war knowing that all of us must die...” 

As a result of this speech, most of Keokuk’s warriors did not join Black 

Hawk’s forces, and Keokuk got to go to Washington again, this time to negotiate 

a treaty whereby he sold to the United States Government the Sauk and  

Meskwaki lands in Illinois and in what was to become Iowa, with the exception of 

what came to be known as “Keokuk’s Reserve,” a strip of 400 square miles  

surrounding Keokuk’s villages along or near the Iowa River, starting at its mouth 

on the Mississippi River and extending upriver almost as far as where Iowa City 

is today. 

In 1835 the artist George Catlin came up the Mississippi River from Saint  

Louis seeking suitable subjects for his great project of painting the 

portraits of North, Central and South American indigenous people.  

Some five years earlier he had given up his fledgling law practice 

back in Pennsylvania as a result of seeing a visiting delegation of 

Indians in Philadelphia and deciding that he needed to record the 

appearance and customs of America's native people, whom he  

considered “a vanishing race.”  He and his family relocated to 

Saint Louis, and he began a series of trips up the Mississippi River 

painting, acquiring artifacts and recording his impressions in a 

journal. 

 At this time Chief Keokuk was living about thirteen miles up 

the Iowa River, but for some reason happened to be at the first Fort 

Des Moines, near where Montrose, Iowa, is located today.  This is 

where George Catlin met him, having stopped off there on his way 

back to Saint Louis.  Keokuk was happy to have his portrait  

painted, even involving Catlin in the selection of what he should 

wear for the occasion. 

Catlin painted two portraits of Chief Keokuk that deserve  

careful consideration.  In one, Keokuk is presented as wearing an 

elaborate costume of white buckskin leggings, a red blanket, and a 

bear-claw necklace.  He is standing and looking off to his left just a 

bit.  His left forearm holds a shield and his left hand holds a pole 

as tall as he is that is ornamented with feathers and undoubtedly 

signifies his position as a chief.  His right hand holds a tomahawk.  This is an  

image that conveys clearly its subject’s role as a ruler in much the same way that a 

painting of a European monarch might feature the monarch with his scepter, 

crown and sword.   

 According to Catlin, his other painting of Keokuk, which shows him on  

horseback, was painted at Keokuk’s insistence:  “After I had painted the portrait 

of this vain man at full length..., he had the vanity to say to me that he made a  

fine appearance on horseback, and that he wished me to paint him thus. 

Continued on Page 15 

Keokuk, a lithograph from a  

George Catlin painting 
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“So I prepared my canvas in the door of the hospital which I occupied, in the 

dragoon cantonment; and he flourished about for a considerable part of the day 

in front of me, until the picture was completed.” 

 Several European-American commentators have re-

marked on Keokuk’s vanity and his profligacy, one even 

going so far as to describe him as “fat, pompous, a horse rac-

er and a gambler.”  It may not be possible to arrive at a true  

estimation of his character at this late date, but these  

negative remarks regarding his character should at least be 

tempered by an understanding of just how precarious 

Keokuk’s position was.  He was quite right in his conclusion 

regarding the futility of opposing U.S. westward expansion 

and the power of the United States Army, but this did not 

particularly endear him to the remaining followers of Black 

Hawk who never forgot that his membership in the Fox 

Clan should have made him ineligible for a chiefdom.   

Furthermore, Keokuk’s maternal grandfather was said to be 

French, and Keokuk himself had blue eyes, a constant  

reminder that he was not entirely a Native American.  Add to 

this the fact that the Meskwaki maintained a separate tribal identity and the fact 

that Keokuk’s position had been, to a significant degree, conferred on him by the 

United States Government, and it becomes evident that Keokuk had to be very 

careful about how he presented himself to the members of his tribe, to the  

members of other nearby tribes and to the European Americans who kept moving 

westward in ever greater numbers. 

 So, Keokuk’s second Catlin portrait shows him mounted 

on what Catlin described as “the best horse on the frontier; a fine-blooded horse, 

for which he [Keokuk] gave the price of 300 dollars.”  When he was fifteen, 

Keokuk had achieved the status of brave, or warrior, by killing a mounted enemy 

in battle.   

Keokuk on horseback, a lithograph from  

a George Catlin painting  

 

Main Street Keokuk, Inc. is a not-for-profit, 501(c)3 organization  

dedicated to the development and ongoing support of downtown as 

THE place to live, work, and play. 

 

To learn more visit us at www.mainstreetkeokuk.com  

or call us at 319-524-5056. 
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Because of this, Keokuk had been awarded the right to appear in public 

mounted, even when other braves were on foot.  This distinction, earned some 

forty years earlier, still mattered to Keokuk and was still integral to his  

identity as his tribe’s leader 

A third iconic portrait of Keokuk was painted a couple of years later, in 

Washington, by the artist Charles Bird King.  It presents him with a child at his 

feet, with the obvious symbolism that this is his child and heir.  But there is 

much more to the story of how this iconic portrait came to be painted.  

In 1836 Martin Van Buren was elected the eighth President of the United 

States, succeeding Andrew Jackson.  He took office in March of 1837, and one 

of his first appointments was for Joel Roberts Poinsett to be the Secretary of 

War.  (Earlier in his career, Poinsett had been the U.S. Minister Plenipotentiary 

to the newly established Mexican Republic.  While visiting an area south of 

Mexico City near Taxco de Alarcόn, Poinsett saw and sent home samples of 

what later became known in the United States as the poinsettia.)  Among  

Poinsett’s earliest tasks as Secretary of War was to arrange a meeting between 

leaders of the Sioux and the Sac & Fox Confederacy, tribes that had contested 

over the same hunting grounds for about a hundred years.  This meeting took 

place at a rented Presbyterian church in Washington, D.C., during the fall of 1837. 

Evidently this church was often used for civic meetings, with a dais at the front 

of the main hall. Curving around this dais in a semicircle were seated all of the 

tribal leaders.  A chair was placed in the center of the semicircle, so that Secretary 

Poinsett could sit there facing the spectators.  The Sioux were all on the Secretary’s 

right side, while the Sauk and Meskwaki were all to his left.  Keokuk sat at the 

head of his delegation on the far left, with his son, not yet in his teens, seated at his 

feet.  This, of course, brought all eyes to them. 

Keokuk and son 
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The Sioux spoke first, with each speaker approaching Secretary Poinsett to shake his 

hand before addressing him, so that each speaker had his back to the audience.  Each 

speaker spoke quickly in short phrases, then paused while his words were translated 

into English and into the language of the Sauk and Meskwaki.  One of the themes the 

Sioux speakers returned to insistently was how untrustworthy the Sauk and Meskwaki 

were.  One even said, “I would as soon make a treaty with that child’ pointing to 

Keokuk’s son, “as with a Saukie or a Mesquakee.” 

In time, it was Keokuk’s turn to speak.  He also began by approaching Secretary 

Poinsett and saluting him, but then he returned to where his son still sat and then 

turned so that everyone in the room could see him.  When he spoke, everyone in the 

room could hear him, too, and he paused less frequently than the Sioux, always for  

dramatic effect.  That was when the translators had a chance to catch up with him. 

Here is an excerpt from his speech in English, as reported by The Hesperian, or  

Western Monthly Magazine in its July 1838 issue: 

It was on the basis of this performance that Charles Bird King painted his portrait of 

Keokuk and his son. 

There is a fourth iconic portrait of Keokuk, but it is a daguerreotype rather than a 

painting.  There are two accounts regarding how this photograph happened to be tak-

en.  Some sources say it was taken in Saint Louis by Thomas Easterly in March of 1847.  

However, John C. Ewers, a Senior Ethnologist at the Smithsonian, has noted that in 

1846 and early in 1847 Easterly “was working in and around Liberty, Missouri, less 

than sixty airline miles from the Great Nemaha Reservation, the home of both the Sauk 

and Fox of the Missouri and of the Iowa Indians at that time.”  Ewers thought it most 

likely that Easterly’s daguerreotypes of Keokuk were taken on the reservation or at his 

Liberty studio and then brought with him when he established himself in Saint Louis.  

“They tell you that our ears must be bored with sticks, but, my  

father, you could not penetrate their thick skulls in that way—it 

would require hot iron. 

“They say they would as soon make peace with a child, as with us,—

they know better, for when they made war upon us they found us 

men. 

“They tell you that peace has often been made, and that we have 

broken it.  How happens it then, that so many of their braves have 

been killed in our country?  I will tell you—they have invaded us; 

we never invaded them:  none of my braves have been killed in their 

land.  We have their scalps, and can tell where we took them.” 
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Regardless of location, Easterly’s daguerreotypes of Keokuk are considered to 

be among the earliest photograph taken of a North American Indian.  Chief Keokuk is 

an old man in this portrait, 67 or 68, at a time when most men did not live 

past seventy.  He has the careworn look of someone who has lived hard 

and had numerous stresses and responsibilities.  He wears a peace medal 

as well as a bear claw necklace and holds a cane that  

appears to have a silver head.  The peace medal is most likely the one 

presented to him by Secretary of War Joel Poinsett a decade earlier.  

Keokuk and his people had to move twice since receiving that 

medal from Poinsett, first from their villages along the Iowa River to an 

area along the Des Moines River, not far from what is today Agency,  

Iowa, (so named because it was the location of the local Indian agency 

and trading post) and then to the Great Nemaha Reservation near what is 

today Ottawa, Kansas.  It was at this Kansas reservation that Keokuk died 

a little more than a year after Easterly took Keokuk’s picture. 

Actually, Thomas Easterly took a number of pictures of Keokuk at 

that one sitting.  One of the drawbacks of the daguerreography is that it is 

a direct-positive process, creating a highly detailed image on a sheet of 

copper plated with a thin coat of silver without the use of a negative.  

Another drawback is that, after exposure to light, the plate is developed 

with mercury vapor, so that a careless daguerreotypist might end up “as 

mad as a hatter.”  Easterly refused to give up on daguerreography  

despite its limitations because of the artistic results he could achieve with it.  By the 

1850s most photographers were using other photographic processes.  Albumen  

photographs of one or another of Easterly’s daguerreotypes of Keokuk began to appear 

as early as the 1860s. 

Thomas Easterly’s daguerreotype 

of Keokuk from 1847 
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ormer slave and celebrated abolitionist, Charlotta Pyles, was an outspoken critic of 

slavery. She was born a slave in Kentucky in 1804. Her father was a mixture of 

German and African American while her mother was a full-blooded Seminole 

Indian. She married Harry MacHenry Pyles and they had ten children, includ-

ing a daughter of Charlotta’s from a previous marriage. 

 Upon the death of her master, Hugh Gordon, Charlotta and her children 

became the property of his daughter, Frances, who had promised her father 

on his deathbed that she would free them. In order to do this, Frances had to 

flee Kentucky, where pro-slavery sentiments were extremely strong. In early 

fall of 1853, Frances loaded her possessions, as well as those of the Pyles fami-

ly, into a covered wagon and headed North with 17 members of Charlotta’s 

extended family. After many hardships, the group crossed the Des Moines 

River and settled in Keokuk, where Harry got a job as a harness maker, while 

a son hauled freight from Keokuk to Des Moines.  

 With money always in short supply, Charlotta decided to go on a speak-

ing tour to raise money to free her two sons-in-law left behind in Kentucky. It 

was a difficult task for a poor woman who had never had a day’s schooling to 

travel thousands of miles in a strange country and stand up night after night 

before crowds of men and women. So well did she plead that in six months 

she raised $3,000 to free her sons-in-law and return them to their families in 

Keokuk. 
 Charlotta’s abolition activities did not stop there. Many slaves coming 

from the South found at the gateway to Iowa an enthusiastic member of their 

own race who received them into her home and arranged for them to continue 

on their way to Canada. She numbered among her friends abolitionist Frederick 

Douglass, who visited Keokuk in 1866 and 1869, and suffragist Susan B. Anthony. 

 Charlotta died on January 19, 1880, in Burlington, Ia. Her remains were brought 

back to Keokuk and after a funeral service held in the First Baptist Church, they were 

interred in Keokuk’s Oakland Cemetery.   

  

Charlotta Pyles is the latest person to be honored with a plaque and flower container on Main 

Street. The memorial to Charlotta was sponsored by Charlotta Pyles Tombstone Restoration and 

Keokuk Association for Rights & Equality (K.A.R.E.). Main Street Keokuk, Inc.’s (MSKI) Walk 

of Fame Planter Project has added beauty, history, and interest to downtown. Funds to purchase 

the Iowa-made, custom-designed planters and plaques come from the generous support of  

individuals, businesses, and organizations. The planters are planted and maintained through the 

MSKI volunteer Adopt-A-Planter project. Over time, eight additional planters will be added to 

the Walk of Fame. People interested in sponsoring a planter should contact Joyce Glasscock for 

details.  

Charlotta Pyles 
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uilt in 1855, it is one of Keokuk’s oldest (existing)  

structures. At the time of its construction, the house at 711 Franklin 

was considered rural with not even a satisfactory road connecting it 

to the town. Locally known as the Sage home, the 22 room mansion 

was not acquired by William Nelson Sage until 1913 when the 

house was 58 years old. However, members of the Sage family  

continued to occupy the house for the following 89 years, and many 

of us still remember Mr. and Mrs. Sage (Bill and Clara). 

 A two-part reprint of a 1960s article about 711 Franklin written 

and illustrated by Keokuk’s Mary Grace appeared in the summer 

and fall issues of the 2011 Confluence. As I have seen recent  

Facebook inquires regarding the status of the house, I decided 

to check in with one of the current owners, David Romaine of 

West Palm Beach, Fla. Romaine and Steven Allred purchased 

the house in 2007 as a restoration project. Both men have  

extensive remodeling experience and locally, Romaine assisted 

in completing the restoration of the house at 302 High. (Side 

note: 302 High has recently received approval by the City of 

Keokuk to begin operating as a bed and breakfast with business 

to commence in late December or early in 2020).   

The house at 711 Franklin was built to be elegant. There is 

an ornate fireplace in almost every room, including in one of 

the bathrooms. One of the fireplaces is constructed of red onyx 

… another of black. The fireplace in the reception room to the 

left of the entryway is made of beautiful white onyx marble. 

Many of the light fixtures are original to the house … crystal 

chandeliers are plentiful. 

 And then there are the mirrors … not the kind of mirror placed high on a 

wall for checking hair and make-up but magnificent, built-in wood framed mir-

rors. Some mirrors tower over the many fireplaces while others stretch nearly 

floor to ceiling making the house seem larger than it is (6,132 square feet accord-

ing to the county assessor’s website).  

In the stately oak-paneled dining room one entire wall is a gorgeous built-in 

oak buffet. Across the room, expanding across the opposite exterior wall are 

huge panels of decorative leaded glass. Similar leaded glass panels separate the 

foyer from the main hallway.  

The elegant oak staircase is perhaps the home’s most defining feature. The 

solid, two-sided structure extends straight up from the front entryway to the 

second level, wrapping itself forward again towards the front of the house so it 

almost looks as if it is one gigantic piece of furniture.  

20 

At top: 711 Franklin under a starry sky 

Above: Decorative oak staircase rises 

through the front hallway to second level 



21 

Continued from Page 20 

My favorite feature of the house is on the second story … a conservatory. I 

can imagine it filled with green plants and flowers and becoming a  

welcome escape during cold Keokuk winters. The glass paneled room sits 

behind the hemisphere shaped window above the front foyer and can be 

easily seen from the Franklin Street side of the house. 

 711 Franklin isn’t just known for its considerable physical attributes. 

The house comes with plenty of history as well. Homeowner William Sage 

was a prominent Keokuk businessman. At various times during his career 

Sage served as manager of the Hubinger 

Company, vice-president and manager of 

the Iowa State Insurance Company and  

director of the State Central Savings Bank. 

Sage’s most significant contribution to 

Keokuk may be as a member of the Keokuk 

and Hamilton Water Power Company 

where he secured financing for the  

building of the Keokuk lock and dam.  

 More history: President Theodore 

Roosevelt and Mark Twain are said to have 

been guests in the house (not at the same 

time). And, in the nineteenth century, the house is 

purported to have provided a safe haven for the 

underground railroad. 

 Investing in long-distance real estate can have 

its disadvantages which, unfortunately, owners  

Romaine and Allred have encountered with 711 

Franklin. Twice the house has been thoroughly burglarized and 

squatters have also been found to be “keeping house” on the premises.  

 So, what is to become of 711 Franklin? According to Romaine, the 

plan for the house is to convert it into a museum of sorts. While the  

details are still sketchy, Romaine wants to see the home become a hub 

for restoration professionals to meet, work and teach. It’s an idea that 

has merit and one that may be fruitful for Keokuk. In the meanwhile, 

repairs are desperately needed. Let’s hope some rehab work can begin 

soon before the house becomes just another casualty of Keokuk’s  

historic architecture. 

Clockwise from top left: Imposing mirrors, nearly floor to 

ceiling, embellish multiple rooms of 711 Franklin.  Heavy, 

ornate lead glass doors separate the foyer from the front 

hallway. A sunporch or conservatory extends from the upper  

hallway to overlook Franklin Street below.  
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ue to ever increasing demands on the time of our volunteer writers and staff, 

this will be the last issue of The Confluence. I’d like to thank everyone who has so 

generously shared their talent with us over the last fourteen years. We’ve  

published many wonderful articles about the rich history and current events of 

Keokuk. Thank you also to the sponsors who purchased advertisements in our 

publication. Many of the sponsors have been with us since our beginning. Our 

committee is currently considering creating an anthology of our articles in a  

future book … so stay tuned! 

       Sandy Seabold, Publisher 
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usan and I married late.  I was in my late thirties and Susan was just three years younger.  

The average age for a first marriage in the United States is 28 ½ years for men and 27 ⅓ 

years for women.  This average has been going up over the last three or four decades, and 

an increasing number of couples are simply deciding not to marry at all, but Susan and I 

were true outliers at the time of our marriage, so much so that people who would find out 

how long we had been married assumed that it was a second marriage for both of us,  

understandable because well over half of the people who are married and in their forties 

are on a second or subsequent marriage. 

I am an actuary, and had already been working for a Des Moines, Iowa, insurance  

company for well over a decade when Susan and I got married.  Being an actuary means I 

assess risk and create mathematical models that will enable an insurance company to set 

premiums that are both competitive and profitable.  The kinds of statistics I’ve been  

mentioning are as naturally a part of my work and come to me as easily as does naming a 

bird based on hearing its song would be for your dedicated bird watcher. 

However, this is not the story of our marriage, as unusual as it may be in its statistical 

contours, even though Susan, truly a rara avis, was one of those people whose expertise had 

to do with computer security, a field that I know little about except that it was and still is a 

somewhat unusual occupation for either a woman or for a person of color to go into.  We 

met while she was a contract worker at my employer.  I asked her to marry me as her  

contract was about to end, a fairly traditional proposal—although our wedding was not, at 

least in terms of its size and expense.  Susan’s mother and father had both passed away, so 

only her brother was there to give the bride away.  I am an only child whose parents  

divorced so long ago that I suspect my father, who now lives in California with his second 

wife, no longer remembers my name.  My mother was at the wedding, but in poor health.  

She passed away before Susan and I celebrated our first anniversary.  A few friends from 

the insurance company where we worked brought the total number of people at our  

wedding up to just a bit above a dozen. 

Perhaps because we both had so few living relatives, and most of them remote in ways 

that went far beyond the geographical, Susan and I were determined to start our own  

family right away.  We considered ourselves fortunate in that we were well established in 

our careers and that our careers were of a type that easily lent themselves to working from 

home.  Still, it took us a couple of years before she was able to announce that she was  

pregnant. 

Right from the time of this announcement, it was a difficult pregnancy, and by the 

third trimester Susan was no longer working, and I was working from home two or three 

times a week.  At work, I’d call her every day before going out for lunch, but then not again 

until after four o’clock so she’d get some rest through the afternoon. 

Continued on Page 25 

For Shirley, rara avis in terris nigroque simillima cygno  
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I had become used to going out to lunch with Susan and perhaps one or two people 

that she had invited to join us, but without her there to smile and ask and then chat with 

coworkers, I found myself more likely to skip lunch or grab something quick off one of 

downtown Des Moines’ skywalks before returning to work.  However, one day in early 

spring I decided that I’d go out on the streets and just find some cafe or lunch counter  

within a few blocks.  I’m not from Des Moines, so after taking a shortcut down an alley, I 

found myself on a street I’d never been on before and didn’t recognize, something of an 

accomplishment in a town no bigger than Des Moines.  Perhaps I was a bit distracted by 

my conversation with Susan, who sounded more tired than usual and somewhat subdued.  

Anyway, I found myself looking in the window of an antique shop that was barely big 

enough to have that one window and a doorway to its right.  It was just the sort of shop 

Susan would consider a real “find,” a place to tell her friends about and perhaps get a 

knickknack to put on a shelf at home.  I thought a small present might cheer her up, so I 

went in. 

The shop was poorly lit and dusty, but at least it wasn’t suffused with the scent of 

patchouli, as were some of the shops Susan had dragged me into.  An old man, the owner, I 

supposed, sat in a back corner.  Along one wall was a display of lamps, some of them  

reasonably attractive but most perfectly hideous, like the lamp made from a cypress knee 

that my grandmother had in her living room, a souvenir of a trip to Florida she and my 

grandfather had made back in the late forties.  In amongst them was a lamp that looked 

much, much older, the type of lamp that you often see on college seals as a representation 

of knowledge, though for all I know it was made in a pottery shop last year.  A knickknack, 

surely, and possibly something Susan would enjoy putting on a shelf in our living room. 

I picked it up and saw that it had an inscription crudely engraved on it:  Cave quid  

volunt.  I had to rub off a thick coating of dust in order to read these words, and then I 

wrote them down on a scrap of paper before I went back to ask the old man how much the 

lamp was.  A cloud of dust from what I’d rubbed off seemed to hang in the air above the 

lamp.  The old man looked at what I was holding as if it was something a dog had left on 

the street outside and said, “So that’s where it was.  No, I’m afraid it’s not for sale.”   

Continued on Page 29 



26 

On yonder hill stood Keokuk, not many years ago 

And cast a sorrowing glance upon the beauteous plain below. 

The Autumn sun was setting then; the moon was in her wane; 

And sorrow filled the Indian’s heart; his bosom heaved with pain; 

For where these noble rivers twain their crystal waters join, 

Then flaunted proudly to the breeze the flag o’er Fort Des Moines. 

He thought how Keokuk had been ever the white man’s friend, 

Had helped to bring the hopeless war of Black Hawk to an end; 

And now the mandate had gone forth,— “The Indian must away; 

Nor in this land another moon could he prolong his stay.” 

He gazed upon the joyless sky; he gazed upon the stream; 

At last his soul burst forth in words; he talked as in a dream: 

“Enough, enough, the white man hath two tongues; though pale his cheek, 

His heart is black, and like the the wolf, he preys upon the weak. 

The Sac and Fox were once proud names, a terror in the land; 

Ah, now no longer men and braves, but women I command. 

Black Hawk stood up and faced the foe; I called it useless strife; 

I sought to check the tide of blood; but now I hate my life! 

I gave bad counsel to my friends; Black Hawk my words betrayed; 

Oh, had I now his stalwart braves I’d vindicate his shade! 

It is too late; with drink unnerved, the Indian is a slave; 

The fire-water hath burnt up the valor of the brave. 

The wolf Remorse now eats my heart; I, like a woman, weep; 

Oh that my grave were made, that I might with my fathers sleep!” 

     .                 .                 .                 .                 .                 .  

 

There is no marble slab to mark the humble spot of earth, 

’Neath which reposes Keokuk, the man of matchless worth. 

’Bove him the plowshare turns the sod, and corn grows on his grave; 

But his renown can never die, while live the good and brave. 

 Leonard Brown was born in Syracuse, Indiana, on July 4, 1837.  He moved to Des Moines, Iowa, in 1853 where he 

attended the Des Moines Academy for about a year before moving to Burlington where he continued his education and tutored 

other students in mathematics.  He then returned to Des Moines, where he helped to establish the Forest Home Seminary in 1860.  

During the Civil War Brown served in Iowa’s 47th Volunteer Infantry.  In 1866 and 1867 he was the first superintendent of 

schools for the City of Des Moines and Polk County and in 1875-6 professor of language and literature in Humboldt College. 

Throughout his career, Leonard Brown was outspoken in his belief in social and economic equality, most notably for  

African Americans and Native Americans.  He was also strongly in favor of the temperance movement, and improvements in 

education for all.  He was a strong critic of capitalism and the gold standard.  Politically he aligned himself with the Populist and 

Greenback parties.  He died in Chicago on August 24, 1914. 

Several volumes of Brown’s poetry were published during his lifetime. He wrote this poem in November of 1865. 



Yellow Tree on River Road by Joy Wellington Tillis 
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   1-31 • Julie McLauglin Handmade Paper & Sculpture Art Exhibit, Keokuk Art Center,  
   Round Room, Keokuk Public Library 

        1 • Jaulie McLauglin Opening Reception, 6:00-7:00 pm, Keokuk Public Library Round Room 

           • Halloween Party featuring Stumptown, 9:00 pm, L-Treyn’s 

        4 • “The Obituary, Yours or Someone Else’s”, 6:30-8:00 pm, Keokuk Public Library  

   Round Room 

        5 • Jim Chappell “Conversations with Chappell”, 6:30 pm, Keokuk Public Library  
   Round Room  

        6 • First Wednesday Jazz, 8:00 pm, Hawkeye Restaurant 

     7-8 • “And Now the Parade”, A One Act Play, GRP Theater at 17 S. 6th St, Doors open 8pm. 

Hor d’oeuvres provided, BYOB event.  

        7 • Mancountry Comedy Night feat. Bob Zany, 6:30 pm, L-Treyn’s 

        8 • Comedian Carol Giannetto, 9:00 pm, Driftwood 13 

        9 • Rollin’ on the River Trivia Night, Food served at 5:00 pm, Trivia starts at 7:00pm, 

   Southside Boat Club 

      11 • Veteran’s Day Memorial Service, 11:00 am, Oakland Cemetery 

      15 • Timothy Chooi, Canadian Violinist, Keokuk Concert Assoc., 7:30 pm, Grand Theatre 

      16 • Ryan Cheney, The Voice of Fivefold & Steeples, 9:00 pm, L-Treyn’s 

      23 • “A Night with Father Joe Roost,” TBA, Keokuk Public Library Round Room 

 • Festival of Trees “Yuletide Memories”, 7:30 pm, River City Mall 

      28 • City of Christmas Opens, through December 26th, Rand Park       

 

 

 

1-26 • City of Christmas, Rand Park 

      5 • A Frozen Christmas Party, 6:00-7:30 pm, Keokuk Public Library Round Room       

      6 • Puttin’ on the Glitz “Winter’s Magic”, Main Street Keokuk, 4:30-9:00 pm 

      7 • Switchback Concert, 7:30 pm, Keokuk Union Depot      

      8 • Dailey & Vincent, 2:00 pm, The Grand Theatre 

6-15 • GRP Christmas Radio Show, 7:30 pm (6&7,13&14) 2:00 pm on (8&15), GRP Theater  

  at 17 S 6th St 

    12 • Second Thursday Movie, “The Upside”, 6:00 pm, Keokuk Public Library, Round Room 

    16 • Keokuk High School Band & Choir Winter Concert, 7:00 pm, Grand Theatre 

    21 • Wreaths Across America, 11:00 am, Keokuk National Cemetery 

 

 

18-19 • 36th Annual Bald Eagle Days, presented by Keokuk Tourism, River City Mall 

   18 • Keokuk High School Show Choir, 7:00 pm, Grand Theatre 
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When I pressed him on this, thinking it was merely a 

bargaining tactic, he insisted that he was unable to 

sell it at any price, that he only worked in the shop 

and that the owner had instructed him never to sell 

this lamp to anyone.  

So I left the shop empty-handed and with barely 

enough time to eat a quick falafel before returning to 

work. 

That afternoon a somewhat unusual gentleman 

came to visit me in my office.  He was somewhat unu-

sual, at least for Des Moines, because he spoke with a 

British accent and yet appeared to be Middle Eastern, 

wearing a turban, although his three-piece suit looked 

impeccably tailored and quite expensive to my  

untutored eye.  Once seated, he took from his equally 

expensive-looking attaché case a clipboard, which he 

held so that I couldn’t see the document it held.  “In 

view of the great favor you have bestowed upon my 

client,” he explained, “I am authorized to record your 

ambitions, aspirations, choices, desires, hankerings, 

hopes, inclinations, longings, pleasures, preferences, 

urges, wants, whims, yearnings or yens for  

processing—with the provision that they neither  

exceed nor fall short of being three in number.”  Then 

he looked up at me from this document and smiled, a 

smile that did not quite seem to reach his eyes. 

A good thirty seconds passed as I processed his 

elaborate, lawyerly sounding statement.  “Wait a  

minute,” I said.  “Do I understand you correctly?  Did 

you just offer me three wishes?” 

“Not I, good sir,” he began, “but my client...”  It 

was at this point that I cut him off with “And just 

which one of my colleagues here might that client 

be?” By this time I was remembering my brief shop-

ping expedition before lunch and wondered who 

from among my co-workers might have followed me.  

Meanwhile, he was trying to assure me otherwise, but 

by then I was determined to hustle him out of my 

office if he would not give me the name of the joker 

who had put him up to this lame joke. 

That evening I told Susan about my brief 

lunchtime expedition and then my mysterious caller’s 

request.  She was still feeling under the weather, and I 

thought the whole ridiculous sequence of events 

might cheer her up.  It did, but not quite in the way I 

thought. 

 “Oh, Franklin,” she said, “you should have played 

along!  After you suggested a wish or two—or even 

all three—your mysterious stranger might have told 

you enough to figure out who had put him up to it.  

Besides, we could use three wishes about now.”  And 

then we spent the next hour or so thinking up  

possible wishes, like it was a parlor game, only some 

of our wishes were downright silly, while others  

bordered on the grandiose. 

Late that night, long after Susan had fallen asleep, 

I found myself tossing and turning, kept awake by the 

vague sense that there was something I had left  

undone that I really needed to do.  Finally, sometime 

past two in the morning, I got up and went into our 

home office.  I turned on the computer and then went 

back to the bedroom, searching around in the dark for 

the scrap of paper I’d stuck in my pocket.  Then I 

went back to the computer and set it down next to the 

keyboard.  Cave quid volunt.  The words were Latin.  

The computer translated them as “Be careful what 

you wish for.” 

 

 II. 

 

 I was really quite surprised the next afternoon 

when the mysterious gentleman returned to ask me 

again, on behalf of his client, for my three wishes.  If 

he was hired, then two visits was a bit expensive for a 

joke—and what else could this be except a joke?  I was 

surprised, yet I was also prepared, having become so 

as a result of my long conversation with Susan and an 

even longer sleepless night.  I knew better than to ask 

for anything selfish as those wishes never worked out 

well in fairy tales.  I also knew better than to gush, 

making my wishes sound like the heartfelt desires of 

a contestant in a beauty pageant who hopes for world 

peace and universal prosperity. Besides, there were 

already enough politicians out and about who  prom- 
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-ised to fulfill such wishes if only the country would 

do things that were utterly the opposite of what other 

politicians said needed to be done. 

   “Okay,” I said.  “I think this is undoubtedly a joke 

that’s gotten a bit out of hand, but I’m going to take 

what you’re asking me for seriously, and tell you 

three good wishes, wishes that if your “client” is  

joking, should be an embarrassment to him. 

“My wife and I are about to have our first child, a 

girl, and she’s due in a little over two weeks.  My 

wishes are all for this girl, our daughter whom we 

have not yet named.  I want to wish that she be  

beautiful, that she be kind and that she be gifted.” 

“Gifted?” my visitor asked. 

“Yes,” I answered.  “Her gift should be some 

heightened ability, a capacity or capability to make a 

difference to do good in the world.  Not just intellect.  

Artists, musicians and leaders of all kinds have more 

than a high IQ, and so should she.” 

What this visitor did next convinced me that he 

must be an actor, and not a very good one at that.  

Too melodramatic. 

“Your wish is my command,” he said bowing so 

low that I thought his turban might fall off.  It didn’t, 

and I never saw this man again.  I must confess, 

though, that I wasn’t paying too much attention to the 

world around me over the next several days, as  

Susan’s health continued to become more precarious.  

Two days later, at my insistence, I rushed her to the 

hospital, even though she had not yet gone into labor. 

I have come to realize that any offer to grant  

wishes must be a scam, that only someone with a  

godlike ability to see into the future would be able to 

choose well what to wish for.  Consider my three 

wishes.  Who could fault a father wanting his  

daughter to be beautiful, kind and, in some way,  

gifted.  But what father does not already think his 

daughter to be truly beautiful, regardless of what the 

world may think?  And is not kindness at the very 

heart of what a father and mother must teach their 

child to be?  So, could it not be said that, of my three 

wishes, two were wasted?  And, finally, are we not 

distracted from the world’s very real dangers in  

playing this parlor game?  You see, I am still a person 

who does not believe that any but the most trivial of 

wishes can ever be granted.  I could not live with  

myself otherwise.  This is because Susan, my beloved 

wife, died in childbirth. 

 

III. 

 

The very last thing we did together was naming 

our child Angela.  The months that followed were so 

incredibly busy that I find it hard to recall any one 

event that seems distinct or specific.  I got through 

them with the help of two young women I was able to 

hire to look after Angela, women who came to the 

apartment with their own newborn children to care 

for as well as mine and who were grateful for work 

that was in many ways an extension of what they al-

ready wanted and needed to do with their own chil-

dren.  My own job paid me enough to pay them as 

well as any other job they might have found, but by 

working for me they didn’t have to leave their babies 

with one relative or another while they worked.  Fur-

thermore, my job was one I could do from home, all 

but half of one day each week along with the occa-

sional hour to drop off materials or attend a quick 

meeting. 

 Of course, I was with Angela nearly every minute 

I wasn’t down the hall working in the home office I 

had converted from a guest bedroom, and at night it 

was just Angela and me.  Weekends I had one of the 

young women in on Saturday and the other on Sun-

day, but only for four hours each.  Since the two 

women had known each other for years before they 

had had their babies, there were many meals at my 

place with at least three adults and the three children.  

Both of the other two fathers frequently stopped by 

just as lunch or supper was being prepared.  One of 

the young women was married to her baby’s father, 

while the other couple was planning to marry just as 

soon as he could find a job that paid more than the 

minimum wage. 
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It was about two years later at a Friday lunch that 

included both women, all three two-year-olds and the 

unmarried father, who had by this time found a  

satisfactory job and so a wedding was being planned, 

that I mentioned to the other three adults the curious 

story of the Middle Eastern gentleman and the three 

wishes.  I meant the story as an entertainment,  

nothing more than an amusement for friends, but 

both women considered my third wish with the ut-

most seriousness.  The first two did not much concern 

them, as they already knew all babies, especially the 

three they were caring for, were beautiful, and that 

loving a child was always repaid in kindness, if not—

at least not right away—in being considerate. 

For a while it was just one or the other of them 

who would come to me about once every four or five 

weeks with her latest theory regarding Angie’s gift.  

Marissa seemed to favor exceptional artistic or  

musical ability, while Vicki, perhaps influenced by 

what I did for a living, was convinced Angie’s gift 

must be mathematical or scientific.  And then one 

day—this must have been after Angie had started  

kindergarten and both women had found other  

part-time jobs but were still looking after Angie and 

their own children in a complicated arrangement that 

sometimes included Marissa’s mother—Marissa and 

Vicki both knocked on the door of my home office to 

report that now they knew what Angie’s gift was, that 

they were no longer guessing.  They knew.  

It was Marissa, with her flair for the dramatic, 

who spoke first.  “Angie,” she announced, “has the 

gift of healing!” 

I gave her a quizzical look, replying, “But isn’t it 

true that all young children tend to heal pretty  

quickly, at least from those cuts and scrapes that they 

seem to get at least once a week?” 

“No, no, you don’t understand,” Vicki interjected, 

though ordinarily she was somewhat soft spoken,  

almost shy.  “We’re talking about what she does for 

other people, not for herself.  She heals them, just by 

her touch.” 

“She does what?” 

“She heals them.  She’ll put her hands on the 

shoulders of someone who is sick, or just one hand on 

the person’s forehead, or maybe just holds her hand, 

and she starts to get better, or at least feel better.”  

Well, “feel better,” that made it all seem a little 

less crazy.  Every time Angie reaches out to me, every 

time she holds my hand, I feel better, and there’s 

nothing miraculous about it.  This was my immediate 

thought, followed by the acknowledgment that, even 

though I wished for my daughter to be gifted, to have 

some heightened ability, a capacity or capability to 

make a difference to do good in the world, I did not 

want her to perform miracles.  This was partly  

because of the obvious danger to her (Has anyone  

labeled a miracle worker ever managed to live a long, 

peaceful or happy life?), but also partly because my 

entire life, my career, my world view, has no place in 

it for the miraculous, if miracles are understood to be 

not merely unlikely events but events that are clearly, 

scientifically impossible. 

Indeed, any so-called miracle I have ever read 

about or been told about seems to have been capable 

of being explained either through the unreliability of 

those telling the story or by their misunderstanding or 

failure to understand what they have experienced.  As 

far as I’m concerned, saying we no longer live in “an 

age of miracles” doesn’t mean there were once  

miracles, but no longer.  Rather, it means that once 

most people believed in miracles; now most people 

do not.  Clearly, however, Marissa and Vicki did not 

count themselves among the current “most people.” 

So I urged both of them to be more than a little 

careful about sharing their conclusions about Angie 

with anyone else.  “Doing so would create at least two 

kinds of risk,” I pointed out.  “It risks giving Angie a 

distorted or inflated sense of her place in in the world.  

Even more frightening is the risk that a person,  

perhaps driven to desperation by the illness of a loved 

one—or simply hoping to make a lot of money, might 

abduct or harm Angie.”  Both women understood my 

concerns and assured me that they would keep  

Angie’s gift a secret. 



Continued on Page 33  

Continued from Page 31 

32 

Of course, both women had family and friends 

they cared deeply about, all of whom they were confi-

dent could also keep a secret, and some of whom be-

came injured or seriously ill in the years to come.  In 

time, it seemed that every few days yet another per-

son knocked on our door hoping that Angie might, 

well, do something to ease their pain or suffering.  In-

terestingly enough, their frequent interruptions and 

heartfelt requests did not cause her to have an inflated 

sense of her own importance.  Rather, she agreed to 

every request as if she simply happened to be in a po-

sition to offer a courteous gesture to a stranger, like 

holding a door open for someone whose arms were 

filled with packages. 

Only, the cost to Angie was much greater than 

whatever energy is expended in holding a door open.  

A look of intensity would come over her as she rested 

her hand on the other person’s, and then, afterwards, 

she would be more than just tired, but weary, an ap-

pearance of exhaustion that was especially disconcert-

ing to see in a child. 

Our unexpected visits from strangers in need be-

came more and more frequent, and as they did, I be-

came fearful for my daughter’s health and well-being.  

Finally, one day I decided that enough was enough:  

we simply had to move.  And where we moved to 

had to be far enough away that it would discourage 

those who were unexpectedly dropping in on us from 

finding us.  However, I did not want to move too far, 

nor did my employer, although upper management 

did finally and reluctantly agree that I might do all of 

my work from home so long as I was less than a day’s 

drive away in case of some unforeseen circumstance 

required my presence back at the firm. 

And so that is how I decided to return to the place 

where I grew up, a small town on the banks of the 

Mississippi river, tucked away in the southeastern 

corner of Iowa. 

 

IV. 

 

 My old hometown had not really prospered in 

the years since I left it, and yet it still managed to pre-

sent itself as friendly, accepting and comfortable, kind 

of like a well-worn pair of slippers, not quite present-

able and yet a whole lot more than merely useful.  Be-

sides, I had never really felt I fit in anyplace before I 

met Susan.  To be clear, though, it had always been 

my gift for mathematics, rather than my African-

American heritage, that made me feel isolated from 

nearly everyone I knew or came into contact with.  So 

I can’t really say I moved back to my old home town 

because of the friends I still had there.  I remained 

confident of my decision as I quickly found an amaz-

ingly inexpensive three-bedroom house (that third 

bedroom still essential as a home office), got Angie 

enrolled in the local public schools and began to un-

pack all our possessions, a process that ended up tak-

ing several months.   

While it seemed ironic to me that I would return 

to the town where I grew up in order to achieve a 

kind of anonymity and a fresh start for Angie and me, 

that was the way it seemed to work out.  Because I 

worked at home, and because I am not the sort of per-

son to make friends quickly or easily, I anticipated a 

quiet, uneventful life in our new old home.  Few, if 

any, members of my parents’ generation were still 

alive, and none who remembered me.  The members 

of my own generation were also few in number, with 

most having moved, as I did, in seeking better eco-

nomic opportunities.  The few who remained were a 

mixture of those who feared the unfamiliar and those 

who were determined to help improve this small 

town, which had slowly but steadily lost population 

since even before I was born. Not many of the now 

middle-aged people that I went through school with 

remembered me, and if they did, it was as the skinny 

black kid who was quiet but good at math. 

With Angie, the story was entirely different.  She 

made friends easily and without regard to race, reli-

gion or socioeconomic status.  Within a few days of 

the start of the school year she was not only frequent-

ly staying after school for some organization or club 

or team, but she was bringing kids back to our house, 

where my identity was soon established as “Angie’s 

dad,” an identity that spread from her friends to their  
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families to the community at large.  Near as I could 

tell, Angie wasn’t even resented for her good grades, 

most likely because she was patient and caring in 

helping her classmates with their studies.  Typically, 

the kids who came to our house after school were part 

of one of the study groups she’d help to set up. 

Of course, nearly all of the members of any com-

munity are going to be known and talked about by 

those around them in ways that they never hear 

about.  The dynamics of this phenomenon can be 

modeled mathematically, and the results can be sig-

nificant in assessing a variety of health and longevity 

factors, but I mention this here mostly because some 

sort of understanding of Angie’s “gift” did become 

known to a number of people in our community.  We 

just never heard about it.  She knew better than to 

mention it, even in jest, although she told any number 

of people about her college plans, that she intended to 

fulfill her undergraduate pre-med requirements, 

though she wasn’t yet sure what she’d major in, that 

she intended to be a physician one day.  In the mean-

time, she volunteered at the local hospital where she 

was widely known for her ready smile and cheerful 

disposition.  People frequently felt better after she had 

visited them. 

Well, this was how we thought we were perceived 

by everyone who knew us until one day, just at dusk, 

there was an urgent pounding on our front door. 

It was a neighbor from across the street and one 

house over who was nearly hysterical in her need to 

see Angie and to have Angie use her “gift” on behalf 

of her eight-year-old boy.  The boy, impulsive and 

somewhat reckless in just about everything he did, 

had just been hit by a car while riding his bike.  This 

had happened not two minutes earlier, but neither 

Angie nor I had heard anything, as we were back in 

the kitchen cleaning up after supper. 

We both rushed out to help, me grabbing my cell 

phone on the way.  Standing in the street, I could see 

that we were too late, that we would have been too 

late even an instant after the boy was hit.  I called 911, 

while Angie got down beside the boy and began, with 

a combination of assurance and great gentleness, to 

give him CPR. She would pause after each rescue 

breath, and in that pause I could see, once again, that 

look of intensity as she placed her hands on the boy’s 

chest.  She did this until the ambulance arrived and 

one of the EMTs said to her, “We can take it from 

here.”  Then I drove both Angie and the boy’s mother 

to the hospital, following the ambulance by just a few 

minutes.  About twenty minutes later the emergency 

room physician came out to tell us that the boy had 

passed away. 

The boy’s mother just sat there, rocking back and 

forth, softly murmuring “No no no no no...” Angie 

stood up to go to her and then collapsed.  

 

V. 

 

She was ill for a long time.  Her doctor couldn’t 

understand it, as she’d seen Angie not two weeks ear-

lier, and she’d been in vibrant good health then.  Now 

she seemed mysteriously anemic, and the bed rest 

that Angie’s doctor and a couple of specialists recom-

mended stretched out to nearly two months.  In fact, 

I’m quite sure Angie would not have been able to 

graduate with her class except her friends and her 

teachers were all regularly showing up at our house, 

keeping her current with her schoolwork. 

 We had shared kitchen duties up until this 

time, but now I made a point of fixing all our meals 

and eating them with her, except for the one day each 

week when a couple of her friends stayed longer and I 

ordered out for pizza.  During one meal I’d fixed for 

just the two of us, I talked with her about the uncer-

tainty and the limitations of her gift.  I asked her to 

promise me that, whatever had happened when she 

tried to bring that boy back to life, that she would do 

her best not to let things go that far again.  “I know 

how important it is for you to help people, to ease 

their pain,” I said, “but I think there is a point you can 

reach when you’re no longer really helping, and you 

may be hurting yourself.” 

We talked for a while about how hard it can be to 

know where that point is, and then she said, “I will 

try my best to avoid doing anything to impair what- 
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-ever it is that lets me help people, but there’s some-

thing I want us to do right after I’ve finished high 

school.  I want us to go on vacation together, a car 

trip, maybe a month or two when we travel around, 

see the sights, talk to people.  We’ll have more time to 

talk to each other, too.”  So, as Angie was finishing 

high school, I was making all the necessary arrange-

ments for our trip. 

At first this trip was fairly structured, my pre-

ferred way of doing things, with either suites or ad-

joining rooms in nice motels, though Angie insisted 

that we also might want to camp out at least in the 

National Parks she wanted to visit, and this required 

more reservations and then the purchase of camping 

gear.  In fact, once I looked at all the camping gear 

piled up in a corner of the living room, I realized that 

the sensible hybrid car I had been driving simply was-

n’t going to carry it all, so I went out and bought a 

truly humongous SUV, the kind of vehicle I had 

sneered at as recently as the week before. 

I also arranged to check in with my employer at 

least every other day.  My vacation came as some-

thing of a shock to the supervisors and managers that 

had grown accustomed to my always being available, 

but they could hardly deny me my first vacation ever 

that lasted longer than a couple of days plus a week-

end, the amount of time I took off so that Angie and I 

could go back to Des Moines to visit Marissa and Vic-

ki and their families, as well as several of Angie’s 

school trips where I’d volunteered to be a chaperone.  

Checking in every other day required the use of a lap-

top, but at least that was something I already had. 

We weren’t but a week on the road when all my 

careful planning started to slip sideways, and it was-

n’t but a day or two after that that I arranged with my 

employer for an indefinite leave of absence, with me 

still checking in every two or three days—and being 

compensated for each online visit at a rate that, well, 

let’s just say it acknowledged my value to the compa-

ny.  I have the feeling that all of this, except my com-

pensation, was somehow engineered by Angie in 

ways too subtle for me to put a finger on.  Anyway, 

we now seemed to be following no fixed itinerary and 

meeting all sorts of people along the way, some of 

whom she would give a big hug, or at least a hand-

shake, before we were back on the road again. 

Occasionally, we even picked up a hitchhiker.  

This was always at Angie’s suggestion, as though she 

could somehow tell who was safe, and I’ll have to ad-

mit we had several genuinely interesting and unusual 

conversations with people who traveled by sticking 

out a thumb.  Once, I remember, we were on a state 

highway about two states west of Iowa, taking a 

shortcut Angie had found in an old WPA guidebook, 

when we came to a crossroads, the other road turning 

to gravel as it went further west, and standing at the 

crossroads was a hitchhiker.  He was a big man, at 

least half a foot taller than me, white, kind of scruffy 

looking and somewhat battered, as if he’d recently 

been in a fight. 

Angie said, “Oh my, let’s give that man a ride.” 

“Are you sure?” I asked. 

“Yes, I’m sure,” she said.  “He looks kind of like 

Tom Cruise.” 

“Only a lot bigger,” I muttered as I pulled over to 

the side of the road and waited as the man walked, 

stiff and sore, up to where I’d pulled over. 

I was surprised when Angie hopped out from the 

seat beside me, held the door open for our new pas-

senger, and said, “Here, sir, sit up beside my dad.  I’ll 

sit in back.  My dad’s name is Franklin and I’m Angie.  

Hope you haven’t been waiting out in this hot sun too 

long.” 

We spent the next couple of minutes sorting out 

where he wanted to go—Flagstaff, Arizona—as op-

posed to where we were going—Zion National Park, 

so he’d be able to ride with us a couple of hours be-

fore looking for a ride farther south.  We also learned 

that, while he usually went by his last name, he 

would defer to our preference for first names.  His 

name was Jack.  And then he said something rather 

curious, a remark that led to a conversation that kept 

going the rest of the time we traveled together. 

He said, “You know, I have served under black 

officers and alongside black officers, and, of course, 

I’ve had any number of black soldiers serving under 
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me. But I’m quite sure this is the first time I’ve been 

picked up hitchhiking by a black man and woman.”  

Well, that remark led to a discussion of his military 

service.  He had been an MP throughout his career, 

except for the first four years when he was a cadet at 

West Point.  

It was kind of hard for me to understand why 

someone with a career that promising, doing some-

thing I have no doubt he was really good at, would 

give it all up to hitchhike around the country picking 

up work as a casual day laborer when he needed 

money.  Angie thought this quixotic change of career 

was a sensible and even admirable decision and told 

Jack this, albeit in a seemingly offhanded and indirect 

fashion. 

In fact, I thought it would be Angie who would 

most enjoy talking with our guest passenger and even 

suggested that she might want to take a turn driving, 

but no, she said she’d be content to sit in the back for 

the next hour or two.  And then, remarkably enough, 

I discovered that Jack and I had plenty to talk about, 

that he had the potential to be a fine mathematician 

and analyst.  This became evident when we began 

discussing what I did for a living.  

Finally I said, “Here’s a problem I’ve been think-

ing about for some time.  It’s purely hypothetical, but 

it seems to me that it has both mathematical and ethi-

cal considerations that make it rather interesting. 

“Say that an individual has the ability to help 

those he or she comes into contact with.  I won’t say 

what form this help might take; it might be financial 

or psychological or even in some way physical.  The 

specific form of this help doesn’t matter so long as we 

understand that it is decisively a good thing, that the 

help genuinely makes a positive difference.  However, 

and here again the specifics of the requirement I’m 

about to state do not matter so long as the require-

ment itself is met.  The requirement is that the indi-

vidual must act anonymously, never receiving credit 

for whatever help he or she might provide.” 

Now, I’m watching the road as I say all this, but 

it’s reasonably wide and devoid of traffic, so I can also 

see that I have entirely captured the attention of both 

Jack and Angie.  Jack said, “Give me a couple of 

minutes to think about this,” while Angie, partly visi-

ble in the rearview mirror, gave me what I think of as 

her Mona Lisa grin and then a playful poke on my 

right shoulder. 

For the next three or four miles we traveled in si-

lence, and then Jack said, “I’ve actually thought about 

this same problem before, but I suppose I approach it 

from the other end, more cynically.  I suppose it’s be-

cause I was a cop for a long time.  There are some 

genuinely bad people in this world, people who seek 

to harm others for a variety of sick, selfish reasons.  

What if your individual has the gift, let’s say, of being 

able to make sure that these bad people are no longer 

able to harm others, but he or she must accomplish 

this anonymously, or at least in ways that can’t, uh, be 

proven. 

“Wouldn’t you say that both these hypothetical 

situations are quite similar?” 

That’s when Angie slid forward in her seat, her 

head about as far forward as Jack’s and my own.  She 

said, “Yes, I think both of these hypothetical people 

have exactly the same problem, and I think that the 

answer for both of them is to keep moving.” 

Not long after this, we came to another lonely in-

tersection, where Jack insisted he’d have no trouble 

getting a ride south, so we stopped to let him out be-

fore continuing on west.  Angie got out of our SUV 

when he got out, so she could move back up to the 

front seat.  But first she gave him a great big hug, one 

that made him look both pleased and embarrassed as 

he walked across the intersection to where he’d wait 

for his next ride.  He was moving much more easily 

now.  We were still more than five hours away from 

the place where we planned to spend the night, so we 

drove on with him still standing there—and never 

saw Jack again. 

 

VI. 

 

For nearly twenty years now I’ve been troubled by 

insomnia.  I’ve found that the only thing that helps, 

and it only helps part of the time, is to remember a  
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myth I first learned about back in high school.  It con-

cerns this Greek musician named Orpheus whose 

wife was the great love of his life, the person who 

gave his life meaning and purpose.  Her name was 

Eurydice.  My teacher told me that names in Greek 

myths often have a hidden significance, and that this 

was the case with her name.  It meant justice in all 

places and for all time.  That was when I decided that 

both Orpheus and Eurydice must have been African 

originally, before they were Greek, because who but a 

black man could fall so completely in love with uni-

versal and everlasting justice? 

So, maybe you’ve heard this next part.  Eurydice 

dies, and Orpheus is so heartbroken that all he does 

all day long is sing and play the saddest songs imagi-

nable. (Indeed, when I think of Orpheus singing his 

sad, sad songs, yearning for the justice that’s been tak-

en from him, I can only imagine him as black.) 

Even the gods wept to hear Orpheus sing, so final-

ly they let him descend into the kingdom of the dead, 

which was of course the place where Eurydice now 

dwelt.  And they said that she would be permitted to 

follow him back to the land of the living, but only so 

long as he did not look back at her.  However, at the 

last possible moment he finally had to look back to 

see if she was still behind him, because he could not 

hear her, she being dead and all, and so he lost her 

forever. 

So, lying in bed, unable to sleep, I’d imagine Su-

san lying beside me.  I would lie very still, but still I 

could not hear her.  I knew if I reached out to her, if I 

turned on a light to see her, she would not be there.  

But if I just lay there quietly, Susan would be beside 

me.  I knew this as surely as I knew that Eurydice was 

following Orpheus back from the kingdom of the 

dead. 

And sometimes, then, I would be able to fall 

asleep. 

Lately, I have had a recurring dream when I do 

fall asleep.  Susan is standing beside me.  I do not hear 

her and do not look at her.  Instead, we are both look-

ing at Angie, whom we both made together and who 

is beautiful and kind and gifted, though I am not sure 

that it is a gift I understand.  Still, we both know that 

she is ours and that she will do good in this world.        


