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Emerson said, "A weed is a plant whose virtues we have not yet discovered."  

ne might think a naturalist, science teacher, and wild edibles educator 
would live in a quiet, wooded area complemented by wildlife and native plants.  

And writer Mike Krebill does.  
But not far from his Walden-like refuge are busy residential streets and the 

manicured lawns of Keokuk, Iowa.  
Krebill, a 1960 KHS graduate, earned a Bachelor of Science degree from Iowa 

State University, then a Master of Science degree from Cornell University. He  
traveled to Michigan intending to pursue his doctorate when a middle school 
teaching opportunity arose. Krebill's prior experience as a naturalist and nature 
center director earned him the job. Then a couple of years later he moved to the 
Lake Whitmore Middle School.  

Now fast-forward 28 years. His mother, Keokuk's Ruth Krebill, asking his  
assistance, suggested he might consider early retirement in 
Michigan. Oh, and by the way, she'd heard of a science 
position at Keokuk Middle School.  

So Mike Krebill returned to his hometown with  
boxes of lesson plans, original handouts, lab work and 
tests. And he was back in the classroom introducing a new 
generation to Euell Gibbons and his wild edibles.  

Euell Gibbons, a well-respected wild food forager in 
the 1960's, was an advocate of nutritious but neglected 
plants. Known as a wild food gatherer, he authored many 
wild food books. Krebill had heard Gibbons speak at the 
College of Environmental Science & Forestry on the cam-
pus of Syracuse University in Syracuse, New York.  

In Hal Smith's 1972 interview with him for Mother 
Earth News, Gibbons said, " We have to learn what our role is 
(in the natural world).... We have to search for the way 
and that requires application, study and experience. 
(Author's note: Sounds like a science fair project.)  

 
 
 
 

Mike’s cap says it all. 
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Mike Krebill commented that he has always liked Gibbons' response when 
he was asked why he was a wild food forager. He said, "For nutrition, exercise 
and adventure." Many wild foods are more nutritious than their commercial 
counterparts; foraging requires much more exercise than driving to the store; and 
there's a sense of adventure and delight when one discovers a delicious plant.  

Krebill was Michigan Middle School Science Teacher of the Year and  
Michigan Environmental Educator of the Year. After his first year at KMS he was 
named Keokuk Teacher of the Year.  

Even with all his successes, the time came for Mike Krebill to retire again. For 
some folks retirement means lazy days fishing, endless cups of coffee downtown 
or dozing in front of the television.  

But Mike Krebill's second try at  
retirement meant time to author a book. 
He hadn't planned to write a book, but the 
publisher at St. Lynn's Press in Pittsburg, 
Pennsylvania, approached him with an 
idea. Mike realized that four decades of 
original educational materials might be a 
valuable resource for his Boy Scouts, their 
parents and teachers. Hence, The Scout's 
Guide to Wild Edibles was born. The  
organization, photography and editing 
were arduous. Only another author can 
empathize with the concentration, time 
and work necessary to create a quality 
product. Mike even consulted with Troop 
43 at Keokuk's Trinity United Methodist 
Church: What size should the book be so it 
could be carried easily in a pocket or  
backpack? The publishing company's  
editor and graphic designer then used their  
talents. Finally the day came when boxes 
were delivered to Krebill's home. Mike 
says, "I was somewhat nervous opening 
the box, wondering if they had  
understood what I was trying to achieve. 
I was not disappointed."   

Mike Rasnake and Mike Krebill 

plant a Red Bud tree during North 

Carolina Wild Foods Weekend.  
Continued on Page 3 
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The book's subtitle tells it all: "Learn how to forage, prepare & eat 40 wild foods."  
Among the endorsements for the book is one from Ellen Zachos, author of  

Backyard Foraging. She writes, " With precision, humor and enthusiasm, Mike Krebill walks us 
through his favorite edible plants and mushrooms. Mike is a lifelong teacher; his years 
of experience, both in the classroom and in the field, make this book a joy to read."  

Now that the book is published, Krebill's volunteer activities keep him busy. He 
continues to be an edible wild plant guru, an active proponent of conservation, and a 
veteran Scouter. Since 1950 he has continuously registered with the Boy Scouts of 
America where he serves as the Chartered Organization Representative (COR) for Cub 
and Boy Scout Troop 43. Other community activities include Rotary and Garden Club. 
He enjoys hunting mushrooms, fishing, wilderness canoeing, gardening, and visiting 
with relatives and friends.  

Krebill is editor of the Prairie States Mushroom Club newsletter, and he writes  
articles for the Iowa DNR's Iowa Outdoors conservation and recreation magazine.  
Mycophagists (mushroom eaters) must see Mike's article on the DNR website, "50 Tips 
to Spot Morels." Krebill has been the technical editor for ten books on edible wild 
plants and two books on community history. He was elected to the National Wild 
Foods Association Hall of Fame and is the Wild Food Ambassador to Iowa.  

Recently Mike Krebill was pleased to be asked to work with Keokuk High School's 
Biotech II class to inventory trees in Rand Park. Apparently you can take a teacher out 
of the classroom, except when everywhere is a science teacher’s classroom. 

As we visited on his sunny porch, the conversation was suddenly interrupted by, 
"Oh, look, there’s a jumping spider. Move along little fella." He nudged the small black 
arachnid along the handrail, then he continued his comments. Science is truly  
second-nature for Mike Krebill. Appreciating nature is as natural for him as  
breathing, and foraging for wild edibles is a lifestyle both nutritious and adventurous.  

 

RECIPE: Puffball Pieces 
from The Scout's Guide to  Wild  Edibles 

(See Mike's instructions p. 155 for careful inspection of puffball to ensure quality.)  

 

Vegetable oil for frying 

A giant puffball mushroom 

Onion ring batter 

Ranch dressing or honey barbecue sauce  

 

1. Heat an electric skillet containing an inch of vegetable oil to 375° F.  

(Ours was 12" square and it took two quarts of vegetable oil.)  

2. Cut the mushroom into small pieces approx. 2" square and 1/4" thick.  

3. Dip the pieces into the onion ring batter.  

4. Fry until light golden brown, and drain on paper towels.  

5. Serve with your choice of dipping sauce.  

Krebill’s new reference book 

for Scouts and  

everyone interested in  

stalking wild edibles. 

Foragers Steve Haynes and 

Mike Krebill hunting elusive 

wild mushrooms. 



o, if having a lynch mob come after you twice is  

insufficient to have you considered the most controversial 

person ever to have lived in Keokuk, then how about  

having the United States House of Representatives  

impeach you? Yes, there can be no doubt that President 

Grant’s Secretary of War William W. Belknap was once 

highly controversial.  Unlike Henry Clay Dean*, however, 

he never sought controversy.  A talented attorney and  

courageous officer during the Civil War, it was not even 

his great ambition that embroiled him in the controversy 

that led to his disgrace; in fact, a number of historians 

would maintain that it was his second and third wives that 

were responsible for his fall.  

Belknap moved to Keokuk in the early 1850's, shortly 

after completing his legal training, and had several years 

of success as an attorney in Keokuk prior to the firing on 

Fort Sumter in 1861.  During the Civil War he proved  

himself to be an able officer, rising to the rank of brigadier 

general and then, at the war's conclusion, being brevetted to 

the rank of major general.  (A brevetted rank was given to an officer as a reward for  

gallantry or meritorious conduct, but it lacked the authority, precedence or pay of “real” 

rank.)  

After the Civil War ended, Belknap declined a lower, permanent rank in a much smaller 

U.S. Army but did accept an appointment to be Iowa's Collector of Internal Revenue, a  

position he held for the next four years.  Then, in 1869, President Grant appointed Belknap 

Secretary of War.  It was an appointment that brought with it prestige and social position 

but a salary of only $8,000 per year.  While a skilled craftsman might only make a tenth as 

much, the social obligations of his office required the spending of large sums of money just 

on entertainment.  Add to this the amount a beautiful, younger wife needed to spend on 

clothes and jewelry, and Belknap’s expenses might easily exceed his income. 

It was Belknap’s second wife who had accompanied him to Washington when he 

was appointed Secretary of War.  His first wife, Cora LeRoy, was the sister-in-law of the 

man who had been his commanding officer in Keokuk’s City Rifles and then in Iowa’s 15th 

Volunteer Infantry Regiment.  Hugh T. Reid, Cora’s brother-in-law, had also been Lee  

County’s prosecuting attorney back in Fort Madison, before he moved to Keokuk. Both  

Belknap and Reid first experienced combat at the Battle of Shiloh when the Iowa 15th was 

rushed into the worst of the fighting in an area that came to be known as the Hornet’s Nest.  

Both men were wounded, Reid so severely that Belknap became the acting commander of 

the Iowa 15th.  Cora died at the Belknap home in Keokuk in 1862, the same year as Shiloh. 

Belknap’s second wife, Carrie, or Carita, was one of the beautiful, glamorous  

Tomlinson sisters.  They married early in 1869 while he was still the Iowa Collector for  

Internal Revenue, a position to which he was appointed in 1865 when he did not accept a 

commission in the much smaller post-war army at a lower rank.  In September of 1869 John 

Rawlins, Grant’s first Secretary of War, died of tuberculosis.  Belknap was appointed to fill 

this vacancy.  He and Carrie moved to Washington, where they were well received as a  

fashionable, attractive couple who gave lovely parties, while Belknap became known as one 

of the quieter, more thoughtful members of Grant’s cabinet.  After all, the president already 

knew quite a bit about the United States Armed Forces. 
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William W. Belknap 

Continued on Page 5 
*Our first contender for “The Most Controversial  
Person Ever to Have Lived in Keokuk.” See last issue. 



During the Civil War, soldiers would purchase needed items from their regimental  

sutler, a licensed peddler who received his authorization from either the regimental  

commander or a committee of officers the commander appointed.  Sutlers had a near  

monopoly within their regiment and so were able to charge high prices and make small 

loans at high rates of interest to the soldiers they served.  All of this was justified by the fact 

that they incurred high transportation costs for their goods, were subject to the loss of all 

their goods if a battle went the wrong way and found it difficult, if not impossible, to collect 

on the debts owed by soldiers who were transferred or killed.  Still, many sutlers became 

wealthy—and sometimes the commanders who appointed them received kickbacks as well. 

This possible source of corruption was eliminated by mid-July of 1870 when Congress 

created a system of post traderships, with each trader to be licensed directly by the Secretary 

of War.  Needless to say, this in no way eliminated the possibility of corruption, but merely 

centralized it, bringing it more fully into the spoils system of government that both  

Republicans and Democrats had practiced and refined at least since the presidency of  

Andrew Jackson.  Indeed, it was largely thought to be an acceptable way to ensure party 

loyalty.  Civil Service reform was not seriously undertaken until after the assassination of 

James Garfield in 1881 by a disappointed office seeker. 

Belknap awarded post traderships to political allies or to the members of their  

families, and to his own friends as well, including a friend of his wife’s family, i.e ., the  

Tomlinson family, a man named Caleb P. Marsh.  Undoubtedly, it was Carrie who first 

spoke to Marsh about seeking this appointment—and it seems likely that she also spoke  

favorably to Belknap about Marsh, encouraging him to award a post tradership to Marsh.  It 

was probably no mistake that the post tradership Marsh received was at Fort Sill, in what is 

today Oklahoma, where John Evans was already the post trader with a fully stocked,  

substantial building.  Marsh and Evans quickly reached an agreement and signed a contract 

providing that Evans would pay Marsh $12,000 per year in order to continue conducting his 

business as he had been.  Even this practice was not otherwise unknown, and there is some 

evidence that members of President Grant’s family may have also become post traders and 

reached similar arrangements with their predecessors.   

What remains unknown is whether or not Belknap knew that his wife had arranged 

with Marsh to have half of the money he received from Evans come to her.  This, at least, did 

cross the line, even back in this period of unprecedented corruption that Mark Twain called 

“The Gilded Age.”  It is one thing to appoint political allies or friends or family to an office 

that benefits them, but quite another to benefit personally from such appointments. 

Continued on Page 6 
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In Caleb Marsh’s testimony before Congress, he made a statement that suggests Belknap 

may not have known what Carrie was proposing when she arranged to receive half of the 

money Marsh would be receiving from Evans.  He quoted her as having said, “If I can  

prevail upon the Secretary of War to award you a post, you must be careful to say nothing to 

him about presents, for a man once offered him $10,000 for a tradership of this kind, and he 

told him that if he didn’t leave the office he would kick him downstairs.” 

The most frequent reason given for Carrie having made such an arrangement with 

Marsh was that the Belknaps were living well beyond their means and entertaining lavishly.  

In fact, there may have been one party that got out of hand.  Several sources mention a party 

the Belknaps gave where the number of guests may have totaled in excess of 1,200.  Many of 

these guests were young army officers, most likely not individually invited—and perhaps 

not invited at all.  In any event, the resulting damage to the furniture and to the house they 

were renting may have even caused the Belknaps to move into a boarding house for a while. 

Furthermore, there are two good reasons for the Belknaps not to have entertained  

lavishly in the months after Caleb Marsh became Fort Sill’s licensed trader on August 16, 

1870.  First, by late summer of that year Carrie was known to be quite ill with consumption, 

or tuberculosis, and was bedridden from October on.  And second, she was also pregnant at 

this time, and gave birth to her first child just a few weeks before her death on December 29, 

1870.  Indeed, it seems likely that she was thinking more about providing for her child than 

lavish parties when she made her arrangement with Marsh. 

In her final weeks, Carrie Belknap was looked after by her recently widowed sister 

Amanda, better known to her friends as “Puss.”  Marsh also later testified that it was  

Amanda who approached him about continuing the quarterly payments to her after her  

sister’s death, asserting that the money would be for the motherless child.  In fact, the  

payments were to continue even after the child died the following June. 

These payments came typically in the form of drafts made out to William W. Belknap 

himself, which certainly made it look as if Belknap was now knowingly receiving kickbacks.  

However, when Amanda’s first husband, John Bower, died in February of 1869, she had 

asked Marsh to invest the money Bower had left to her so that it would provide her with a 

regular income.  Apparently she did not fully explain the source of her income when she 

asked Belknap to accept the drafts Marsh sent her and then forward the money on to her.  It 

may seem odd today that a woman would ask a man with a family connection and a high 

position of responsibility to do such a thing, but women at this time had substantially fewer 

rights before the law, and so Belknap apparently never questioned the desirability of such 

an arrangement.  He did not ask that the drafts be made out directly to her, but instead  

dutifully endorsed them over to her, each one, as they arrived.   

It would have been sometime in June, 1871, that Amanda left the Belknap house in 

Washington, spending most of the next two years traveling, back to Cincinnati and across 

the Ohio River to Kentucky, as well as a variety of fashionable locations, both in the United 

States and in Europe.  On one of her two visits to Europe she was accompanied by Caleb 

Marsh’s wife and by George H. Pendleton, who had been elected to Congress from Ohio and 

had been George McClellan’s running mate in the election of 1864, against Lincoln  

In 1873 Amanda and William Belknap became formally engaged, which required for her 

another trip to Europe, this time to buy new furniture, a number of expensive dresses from 

Worth of Paris, and forty pairs of shoes for her size 1½ feet, said to be the smallest and most 

dainty in all of Washington society.  They married in 1874.  George Pendleton gave the bride 

away.  Then they moved to a much more elegant house on G Street, right next to the house 

of Orville Babcock, who was Grant’s confidential secretary until what became known as the 

Whiskey Ring Scandal broke in 1876, right before the Belknap Post Tradership Scandal.  

Babcock was able to avoid prosecution for this much bigger scandal (involving millions of 

dollars, soiled doves and secret codes), but when it was over he found himself working as a 

lighthouse keeper down off the coast of Florida. 

Continued on Page 7 
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Meanwhile, there was a period of about a year that the Belknaps were truly the toast 

of Washington society, with Amanda Belknap rivaling Kate Chase Sprague as its leading 

hostess and beauty.  The Belknaps had an English maid, a French chef and an elegant 

coach to ride around in when they weren’t hosting receptions and dinners that were  

universally admired—and envied. 

In the fall of 1875 Amanda withdrew from society briefly for the birth of their  

daughter.  Early in 1876 Belknap began to contemplate running for the United States  

Senate from Iowa, in case Grant chose not to run for a third term.  Then in March of 1876 

everything began to fall apart. 

It all started when Hiester Clymer, a member of the House of Representatives from 

Pennsylvania, began to look into the finances of post traderships.  Ironically, he and  

Belknap knew each other well; they had been roommates at Princeton.  Before the Civil 

War both men had been active as Democrats, but during the war Belknap had aligned 

himself with the relatively new Republican Party.  Clymer had not.  However, Belknap 

had remained friendly with a number of Democrats, and most likely this number  

included Clymer. 

It is uncertain who first suggested that Belknap needed to resign before his  

impeachment trial could begin.  Some sources say that this suggestion came from Clymer, 

while others say that Grant asked for the resignation.  Still others maintain that Belknap 

himself decided that this was what he needed to do.  He had first told Clymer’s  

committee that he would take all the blame upon himself if the committee’s inquiries 

would exclude the other members of his family.  This the committee could not do.   

Belknap’s second and third wives were already too deeply implicated to 

build a case against anyone without also investigating them.  This may 

have been the decisive factor in Belknap’s resignation. 

Regardless of its motivation, Belknap’s resignation turned out to be 

central to his defense.  His attorney argued that at the time when the 

House of Representatives was drawing up the bill of impeachment,  

Belknap had already resigned and that Grant had accepted his  

resignation.  Both resignation and acceptance were in writing, duly  

witnessed.  Belknap was a private citizen and therefore could not be  

impeached.  This argument was not accepted by the House of  

Representatives, so the impeachment trial had to be taken up by the  

Senate.  Speaker of the House Michael C. Kerr informed the Senate that 

Belknap had resigned "with intent to evade the proceedings of  

impeachment against him." and that the House’s vote for impeachment 

was unanimous. 

The Senate’s trial left all but a couple of senators convinced of 

Belknap’s guilt.  However, a number of those who were convinced of 

Belknap’s guilt remained unconvinced that Belknap, now a private  

citizen, was subject to impeachment.  Without a two-thirds majority  

voting to convict, Belknap was acquitted. 

Belknap's case raised a number of constitutional issues that have 

been subsequently revisited on several occasions when a federal official 

chose to resign when impeachment seemed immanent, including  

President Richard Nixon on August 9, 1974.  One clearly established 

precedent is that impeachment does not eliminate the possibility of a 

subsequent criminal trial.  On the same day as Belknap's Senate acquittal, 

August 1, 1876, he was indicted by a grand jury.  However, there was 

also a great deal of speculation regarding whether the case would ever be 

brought to trial.  There were simply too many other Grant administration 

officials who had been accused of corruption and received little or no punishment. 

Continued from Page 6 
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After his trial, William and Amanda Belknap no longer lived together.  She went back to 

Paris to live for the next two years, taking their daughter Alice with her.  Belknap briefly tried 

to establish himself as an attorney in Philadelphia, and then came back to Washington where 

his modest law practice was almost exclusively for veterans of the Civil War, many of whom 

still greatly admired him.  He had a spartan apartment directly behind his law office and con-

tinued to own and occasionally use his home in Keokuk, which one of his sisters maintained 

for him. 

In an interview Amanda Belknap gave during her husband's trial, she said “Every penny 

we have belongs to me, and when this is done we shall have precious little.”  In fact, how 

much money Amanda had “when this [was] done” remains a bit of a mystery, although sev-

eral sources state that she had Belknap sign a prenuptial agreement before their marriage to 

make sure that whatever was hers would remain hers after the wedding. 

The one surviving son Belknap had with Cora, his first wife, was educated in the public 

schools of Keokuk before attending the Adams Academy and Phillips Academy, both in Mas-

sachusetts.  However, it would appear that when Hugh Belknap was eighteen, there was no 

money for college.  At this time, in 1879, he went to work for the B&O Railroad as a brakeman 

and worked his way up to a position of some responsibility and then, in the 1890’s, was elect-

ed to Congress from Chicago.  When the Spanish-American War began, he volunteered to be 

a paymaster in the Army, was given the rank of major, went to the Philippines, and shortly 

thereafter, on November 12, 1901, died as result of some unidentified intestinal disorder.  He 

was buried beside his father in Arlington National Cemetery. 

William W. Belknap died October 12, 1890, in his Washington apartment.  He was just 

sixty-one but looked much older.  Supreme Court Justice Samuel F. Miller, also from Keokuk, 

died the very next day.  Miller had testified as to Belknap’s good character at his impeach-

ment trial some fourteen years earlier.  Shortly after his death, Belknap was remembered by 

one of his friends as having said, “The mistake of my life was in tendering my resignation 

with the chivalric intention of shielding my wife.” 

For her part, Amanda continued to turn heads for years after her separation from Belk-

nap.  On one occasion she and Alice, their daughter, spent part of a summer at Coney Island, 

then a fashionable resort.  The press made quite a thing out of her daily trips to and from the 

beach, wearing a sleeveless red and white bathing costume with its brief skirt and sheer silk 

stockings and, well, her undeniably voluptuous figure. 

Amanda died June 26, 1916, in Los Angeles.  Her remains were cremated and then 

she, too, was buried beside her husband at Arlington about a year later.  Even their daughter 

Alice, who died at the age of 87 in 1962, was buried near her father at Arlington National 

Cemetery. 

 

*  *  *     *  *  *     *  *  * 

 

In the years since his death, the controversy that once was so closely associated with 

William W. Belknap has faded into obscurity and irrelevance.  Now only historians are likely 

to argue about his life and career, and they, like the Congress that impeached and acquitted 

him, are likely to agree, almost unanimously, that he was guilty of receiving money for the 

awarding of post traderships.  Their arguments would focus, instead, on the question of 

“What did the Secretary of War know and when did he know it?”  Thus, he is a worthy run-

ner-up in answering the question of who was the most controversial person ever to have lived 

in Keokuk. 

We will tell you who should be considered the recipient of this interesting title in the 

next issue of the Confluence . 
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ubbed “The Brilliant One” by Raymond E. Garrison, author of “Goodbye My 

Keokuk Lady” Nancy Barr Mavity lived up to the description.   Born in Illinois, she 

moved to Keokuk at a young age.  Her father was a physician who taught at the 

Keokuk Medical College and edited The Gate City newspaper.  Her mother,  

Annabelle Applegate, was a graduate of Western College for Women in Oxford, 

Ohio.  Nancy’s brilliance was encouraged by both of her parents. 

Nancy began writing poetry while still a young girl.  She was a prize-winning 

poet by the time she was thirteen.  Much of her poetry, as was the style of the day, 

seems “mannered” by today’s standards.  Romantic and full of gods and goddesses, 

fauns and nyads, her early poems celebrated nature and young love.  All  

demonstrated a vocabulary and sense of form far beyond her youth.  

She graduated from Keokuk High School with honors in 1907 at 16.  She left 

Keokuk to attend her mother’s alma mater.  She won a scholarship in philosophy 

from Wellesley and obtained a master’s degree from Cornell when she was barely 

20.  She was the first Iowa woman to earn a doctorate in philosophy.  These honors 

did not come without hard work.  An admirer observed that she had “a remarkable 

mind and great ambition made the work easier.” 

After leaving Cornell she taught philosophy at Connecticut College for Women 

before leaving for New York City to join a publishing firm.  On December 25, 1917 

Nancy Clark Barr married Arthur Benton Mavity who also worked in  

publishing.  In 1919 they moved to California. 

They settled in Oakland and in 1920 Nancy went to work for the San Francisco   

Chronicle, writing book reviews and literary essays.  In the early 1920’s she went on a six-month 

trip to Japan, China, Indonesia, Australia and New Zealand.  Several articles based on her 

trip were published by Sunset Magazine.  This was truly a remarkable feat as her husband 

and two children remained at home.  This may have been unprecedented for the time but a 

matter of course for the Mavity family.  In 1926 she wrote an article for Harper’s  

Magazine titled “The Wife, The Home and the Job” in which she praised the virtues of the 

working wife and mother.  She fiercely advocated for a woman’s right to choose her work 

and the sharing of parenting responsibilities with her husband.  In 1951 she wrote another 

article for Harper’s, “The Two Income Family.” 

During this time she also began writing books.  Her first novel Hazard was largely  

autobiographical and describes her growing up a tomboy in a small town overlooking the 

Mississippi River.  It goes on to tell of her college years and move to NYC.  She wrote all 

kinds of books.  Responsible Citizenship, a textbook co-authored with her husband, was  

published in 1923.  A volume of poetry, A Dinner of Herbs, was dedicated to her daughter and 

came out at about the same time as well. At the end of the twenties she wrote a history of 

journalism, The Modern Newspaper, published in 1930.   She wrote a biography of Aimee  

Semple McPherson in 1931, Sister Aimee. 

 In 1925 she had begun working for the Oakland Times and found her life’s  

calling:  “I went to work for the newspaper to enlarge my experience of people as an aid to 
fiction writing, and stayed for its own sake.”  For 33 years her byline “By Nancy Barr 

Mavity” appeared regularly in the paper.  She wrote on everything that came along, crime, 

social issues, labor strikes, literary criticism and local issues.  In 1945 she covered the United 
Nations conference in San Francisco.  She became the first woman to spend the night in  

Folsom Prison while covering a pardon hearing.  

Nancy Barr Mavity 

Continued on Page 11 



In the 1930’s Nancy turned her hand to crime fiction.  She 

wrote a series of novels featuring a newspaperman, James 

Aloysius “Peter” Piper.  In pursuit of his story he solves 

crimes by the use of modern detection methods.   The novels 

were praised by fellow journalists for their accurate  

description of newsrooms and news-gathering  

methods.  Many of these methods would not be tolerated  

today, but they do reflect her fearless career.  

On April 23, 1959 Nancy Barr Mavity died of an unexpected 

heart attack in her home.  The previous day she had been at 

her desk as she had for the previous 34 years.  A feminist 

ahead of her time, Mavity refused to be confined to a single 

role.  

 

References:  Goodbye My Keokuk Lady, by 

Raymond E. Garrison and a blog by 

Randall S. Brandt Books by Nancy Barr 

Mavity in the local authors collection of the Keokuk Public Library 

include Hazard, A Dinner of Herbs,Responsible Citizenship, The Modern 

Newspaper and one mystery, The Other Bullet. 

Continued from Page 10 

“A Dinner of Herbs” 

published in 1923.   

“Sister Aimee”  

published in 1931. 



I want no little comfortable love, sheathed in chivalry and gentleness. 
Call me to courage!  

Challenge me to truth!  
Dare me to high and difficult comradeship! 

Test me with anger.  
Clasp my hand again as friends whom anger cannot part.  

And then, lover to lover I will meet you;  
then march with you step by step unto the end.  

Hear the noise and din and clatter; 

It’s apple-time! 

What do school and lessons matter, 

At apple-time? 

Pippins yellow, baldwins red, 

Aikens, winesaps all out spread 

On a leafy grassy bed; 

         For it’s jolly apple-time. 

How they shower! How they scatter! 

It’s apple-time! 

Hear the laughter and the chatter 

At apple-time 

Hear the children’s gleeful shout 

As the apples fall about. 

Gone is frown and banished pout, 

At the happy-apple time. 



eokuk's Oakland Cemetery is the final resting place of close 

to a thousand known veterans from every branch of our 

armed forces.  From Revolutionary War veteran Joseph Patter-

son to Vietnam era veteran Jack Helenthal, the cemetery has 

many men killed in action, several men who were held as 

P.O.W.'s and at least one memorial stone with the name of 

James Schlotter inscribed on it.  Schlotter was aboard the 

U.S.S. Indianapolis when it was torpedoed by a 

Japanese submarine on July 3, 1945.  Over 800 crewmen were 

killed, many of them dying from shark attacks as they floated 

in the Pacific Ocean waiting for rescue. 

The cemetery is also the final resting place for six United 

States army generals, five of whom received their ranks from 

their service in the Civil War.  These five are John Bruce, Sam-

uel Curtis, David Hillis, James Parrott and Hugh Reid.  

While the exploits of these men make interesting reading, 

their stories must wait to be told at another time. This arti-

cle will be concerned with the exploits of General William Goldsmith Belknap, the father of 

William Worth Belknap, a prominent Keokuk citizen who became a Civil War general and 

eventually Secretary of War under President Grant.  The former secretary died in 1890 and is 

buried in the Arlington National Cemetery. 

William Goldsmith Belknap was born September 7, 1794 in Newburgh, New York.  He 

served in the army through three wars, was twice wounded and was three times brevetted for 

gallantry, distinguished conduct and faithful service in the U.S. Army. 

The first William Belknap was appointed to the army during the War of 1812 from his 

native state as a 3rd lieutenant in the 23rd Infantry in 1813.  At the Battle of Fort Erie, Canada he 

was wounded for the first time and was bayoneted another time during another engagement.  

After the war he served with the garrison at Sacketts Harbor, New York.  He served five 

months at the West Point Military Academy from December 1818 until April of 1819 as the 

assistant instructor of infantry tactics. 
 

O
ak

la
n
d 

C
em

et
er

y 
St

or
ie

s 
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The gravestone of William  
Goldsmith Belknap 



General Belknap was stationed in many places between 1820 and into the 1850's.  He was 

stationed in Wisconsin for a brief period as well as Fort Leavenworth, in Kansas.  In the 1830's 

and 1840's he was involved in the Indian campaigns against the Seminoles in Florida.    

He had been appointed to the army during the War of 1812 from his native state 

as a 3rd lieutenant in the 23rd Infantry in 1813.  At the Battle of Fort Erie, Canada he was 

wounded for the first time and was bayoneted another time during another  

engagement.  After the war he served with the garrison at Sacketts Harbor, New York.  

He served five months at the West Point Military Academy from December 1818 until 

April of 1819 as the assistant instructor of infantry tactics. 

General Belknap was stationed in many places between 1820 and into the 1850's.  

He was stationed in Wisconsin for a brief period as well as Fort Leavenworth, in  

Kansas.  In the 1830's and 1840's he was involved in the Indian campaigns against the 

Seminoles in Florida.  He pursued hostiles into the Everglades in Florida and spent 

several weeks in the Big Cypress Swamp and fought in several skirmishes. 

During the Mexican War he was involved in several engagements, including the 

Battle of Buena Vista where he was brevetted brigadier general for gallant action in the 

fight against Santa Anna's forces. 

In the Spring of 1851, General Belknap was ordered to "… examine the route  

between Fort Smith, Arkansas and Donna Ana, Texas, for the purpose of establishing 

military post to protect California emigrants moving to Texas from hostile Indians."  

General Belknap died on this expedition on November 10, 1851, near Preston, Texas 

from typhoid dysentery.  He was buried in the Fort Washita Post Cemetery in Texas, also 

known as the Colbert Family Cemetery. 

When his son William became Secretary of War in 1869, he had his father's remains  

exhumed and brought to Keokuk where they were re-interred in October of 1872 in Block 19, 

Lot 14.  The remains of other soldiers were also exhumed and sent to other destinations in the 

United States. 

 

Information for this article was taken from the writings of Carolyn Thomas Foreman. 

Continued from Page 13 

William Goldsmith Belknap 





here actually isn’t that much information available on the house William 

W. Belknap owned at 511 North Third Street in Keokuk.  The information I’ve been able to 

find seems to be more about him than his house.  However, learning about Belknap’s 

house can give us an interesting insight into the man himself. 

William Worth Belknap came to Keokuk to live and to establish his law practice on 

July 20, 1851.  He has just completed his study of the law and had just passed his bar exam 

and came to Keokuk because it was a fast-growing town in a new state that offered plenty 

of opportunity, especially to a young man from a good family with a good education and 

at least some family money to help him on his way. 

Still, it was a bit of a struggle for Belknap at first.  He 

was just 21, and it turned out there were already a number 

of excellent, older and already well established lawyers in 

town.  One of them, however, Ralph P. Lowe, took Belknap 

under his wing, passing along some business to him and 

offering him a desk in his office. 

The following January, Belknap learned that his father, 

General William Goldsmith Belknap, had passed away in 

November in Texas of typhoid dysentery.  Belknap’s  

mother and two older sisters were still living in Texas, and 

he wanted to provide them with a home in Keokuk, but 

wasn’t able to do so right away.  They went to live with 

relatives in New York, which was where Belknap had been 

born in 1829. 

Because Belknap’s father was a career military officer, 

having achieved the rank of general as a result of his service during 

the Mexican-American War, the entire Belknap family had moved around quite a bit and 

had lived in some unusual, out-of-the-way places. When he was sixteen, for instance, 

Belknap went with his family to live in Florida, then a territory, where he most likely met 

a young lieutenant named William Tecumseh Sherman who, along with Belknap’s father 

were there to defeat the local Indian tribes and then relocate them out west. At the time, 

Sherman remarked that it would make more sense to move all then Indians to Florida, 

which he saw as a lot of unpleasant, worthless swampland. 

Keokuk historian Raymond E. Garrison tells us that there were two houses in Keokuk 

where Belknap lived.  One was at 113 North Third Street and was long gone when  

Garrison wrote Early Keokuk Homes back in the 1950’s.  It was apparently the home of 

Clara Belknap Wolcott, one of Belknap’s older sisters, back in the 1870’s.  

Apparently, Belknap lived there, too, at one time or another, and Garrison does not  

specify whether this was as its owner or as his sister’s guest. 

The house as it appears today. 

Continued on Page 17 
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The other home, the one Belknap had built for his mother, his sisters and himself, was 

finished in 1854.  His mother and sisters arrived in the latter part of 1853.  by this time he 

was also engaged to the sister-in-law of Hugh T. Reid, another Keokuk attorney, who had 

moved to Keokuk from Fort Madison in 1843.  Reid was also Belknap’s commanding officer 

in the Keokuk City Rifles, a local militia. His wife’s sister, Cora LeRoy, married Belknap on 

March 23, 1854.  the couple had two children, William Goldsmith Belknap and Hugh 

Reid Belknap, before Belknap and Reid both went off to fight in the Civil War.  Both men 

were wounded during the war, but survived; Cora died in 1862 in the home 

that Belknap had had built for her and for the rest of his family. 

Notice that William W. Belknap was only twenty-five when he built and paid for 

the house he was to continue owning until his death in 1890.  I think this house meant a 

great deal to him, that it was, for him, a cornerstone for any later success he had in life.  I’ve 

never been in it, but I’ve passed by it on numerous occasions.  I think it is a nice look-

ing house, with its classic Greek Revival lines, the houseof a successful young man with a 

family to take care of, but hardly a showpiece, the kind of house where you might expect to 

see fancy receptions and dinner parties. 

It is also noteworthy that this house sits high on a bluff overlooking the Mississippi River 

at a time when most of Keokuk’s more elegant homes did not take advantage of the view.  I 

can see how a young man who had moved a lot growing up might really appreciate and 

want to hang on to a place he could call his own, a house with a great view, even after the 

deaths of his first two wives and the apparent separation from his third wife after the scan-

dal that ended his position as Grant’s Secretary of War and led to his impeachment by the 

U.S. House of Representatives.  

The house remained in the family for a number of years after his death October 12, 

1890.  In 1907 his niece, Bertha Wolcott, was living there.  Others who lived in 

the house early in the twentieth century include Montgomery Meigs and Carlton 

Huiskamp.  Then it sat empty for a number of years until James B. Diver, who lived next 

door in one of Keokuk’s most famous homes, Port Sunshine, bought it and maintained it un-

til his death, leaving it in his will to the Trinity Methodist Church.  The church sold it to the 

people renting it in 1959. 

There have been several owners since then, most recently Kent and Cassandra Barrett.  It 

would appear that they are doing quite a bit of work on it. 





Th
e 
Sp

or
ts

 P
ag

e 
w
it

h 
Sh

an
e Editor’s Note: Shane Etter is taking a well-deserved break for this issue but has asked that we 

include this old Keokuk story, a favorite of his, that he sees as having in it all the drama and 

excitement of any great sporting event.  

ome time during the summer of 1847 one of the rooms of “Rat Row” was occupied by a 

poor but respectable family, among whom was a young lady that was the admiration of our 

young men, two of whom, as it appeared afterwards, became much attached to her, and each 

proposed matrimonial connection, and each was duly accepted. I regret that I cannot  

remember the names of the parties; I presume John Wise or Bill West would remember them. It 

was understood that there would be a wedding in “Rat Row,” on the coming Sabbath. 

At that time the Rev. L.B. Dennis, a minister of the Methodist persuasion had charge of, 

and was dispensing pure and undefiled orthodox religion at, what was called the “Beehive 

Church,” on the corner of 4th and Exchange Streets.  He had just finished his morning sermon, 

when a young man stepped forth and requested him to come to “Rat Row” at 3 o’clock p.m. 

and marry him to Miss___.  Rev. Dennis, with 

some reluctance, consented, and as he passed 

by me going from the church, told me of his 

promise and asked me accompany him and 

be present at the ceremony.  I consented at 

once, being rejoiced at the opportunity to 

attend a wedding in that noted place. 

When the time arrived, we met Brother 

Dennis, accompanied by his estimable wife 

and proceeded down the hill to the residence 

of the intended bride, whom we found in 

good spirits and neatly dressed, ready for ac-

tion.  There was quite a crowd of young fel-

lows around the door, and all appeared excit-

ed.  The one who had engaged Brother Dennis 

came in and handed him the license; the young lady arose and the ceremony was about to 

begin, when another young man, with two or three associates, rushed in and ordered the 

preacher to stop, and one of them handed him another license of marriage to the same young 

lady then on the floor. 

I spoke to John Wise, who was a good meaning young man, and told him that it was right 

for the girl to decide who her husband should be; after a moment of reflection he concluded I 

was right.  I then asked the girl which was her choice, and she pointed out No. 1.  Wise then 

said to the crowd that she should have her choice.  Immediately a row commenced among 

them and some blows were passed.  Groom No. 2 called John Wise a damned traitor and 

struck him, when John Wise clinched him and threw him backwards out of the door into the 

mud and slop in front of the house. 

Mrs. Dennis being badly frightened ran under the bed.  Brother Dennis, taking in the  

situation and remaining perfectly cool, as was characteristic of him, married No. 1 to the girl  

Continued on Page 20 



while the fight was going on, and after pronouncing them man and wife got his own spouse  

out from under the bed and left immediately for his home as calm and unruffled as though 

everything had passed off in peace and harmony.  I think Bill West was in the wrangle and 

took an active part in favor of Groom No. 2. 

The disappointed fellow, who did not get the girl, with six or seven of his friends,  

determined to go to the church that evening and take Brother Dennis from the pulpit and mob 

him. One of the party informed me of their intentions.  I did not let Brother Dennis know  

anything of it but immediately hunted up Bill Clark, Charley Moore, Dan Hine and William 

Thurman and told them I wanted them to go to church that evening and explained the  

situation to them fully, and they all agreed to be on hand well armed. 

We all got to the church early and took seats right in front of the pulpit. The church was 

well filled and everybody was surprised to see the above-named company occupying such 

prominent places, as none of them were ever seen in that or perhaps any other church in 

Keokuk before.  Soon after we were seated, Groom No. 2 and six of his crowd came in and took 

seats in the rear of us.  They appeared excited and commenced whispering rapidly, when we 

came to the conclusion that it would be well for one of us to go and tell them that they must 

not interfere with Brother Dennis, that he had done nothing but what was his duty to do, etc. 

I was selected as “minister plenipotentiary” and went to them, speaking kindly as was my 

want, under the circumstances and advised them to remain quietly in the church or to leave at 

once.  They treated my advice with contempt and declared they would take the damned 

preacher from the pulpit.  I must admit, at this late date that my heart beat very fast and low 

down in my body, but having Bill Clark, Charley Moore and Dan Hine to back me, I assumed 

the air of Hercules or General Browne and said to them, “Boys, we understand your intentions, 

and by the eternal you cannot carry them out; now look at those men in front of the pulpit, you 

know them all and they are all well armed, they are friends of Brother Dennis and you can  

never put hands on him unless done over our dead bodies, and  I am one o f the company .” 

I then left and took my seat beside Thurman. They held a few minutes conversation, then 

got up in a body and left the church. Our party remained until church was closed and hear a 

very interesting sermon. Brother Dennis knew nothing of the matter until I told him of it the 

next day, although he confessed his surprise to see Clark, Moore, Hine and Thurman in 

church, as he had never seen them in attendance before.  No more complaint was heard  

afterwards of the wedding in “Rat Row.” 
 

The aforementioned facts with reference to “Rat Row” are furnished by L.B. Fleak, Esqr., 

one of the prominent early citizens of Keokuk and Iowa Territory, and now a resident and  

editor of a newspaper at Brighton, Washington County, Iowa. 
Keokuk, December 23, 1882 

Continued from Page 19 



 

Confused, in a daze, I sit here and wonder 
It feels like a maze, I’ve still got the hunger 

Midsummer 
Blonde hair and blue eyes she’s the physique of a stunner 

The woman of my dreams, not even a phone number 
Midsummer 

What is life, what is anything? 
Defined by strife, am I on the downswing? 
So many questions, no way to answer them 

They’ve all got suggestions, no way its Bethlehem 
Freedom for all, they say he is risen 

Abundance of choice will be my prison 
I still reminisce, though I have no regrets 

As the victor writes history, he often forgets  
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God’s rendition, nothing to improve on! 
Fields of green lead to the water’s edge where trees stand like 
guardians.  
The tallest tree is like a silhouette in a giant lightbulb as the sun 
begins to rise. 
Only a layer of clouds separate the blue ocean from the blue sky. 
No Walmarts, no strip malls,  no condos, no parking lots, nothing. 
Stay away mankind, nothing to improve on!  

Tayden Seay 

Kylee Adams 

 

King of kings 

Not once have you opened your heart 

Oppression and hatred will leave you 

Can you hear him rapping at the door? 

Kindness and love await, if you’d only listen 



 
In my life in Grundy Center, Iowa,  

There were infants, puppies, and pizza. 

That all changed once a dreadful, metamorphic moment happened. 

There are forces in the world that prefer us stuck, 

He’s the fly in my soup. 

As I stare at him in his fuschia cumberbund, and green mouthguard, 

I wonder what’s going on in his head, how can he sleep at night? 

I can see old cigar boxes, dead bodies of men, women, and children with purple cuticles,  

 and broken dreams surrounding him. 

“I’ve always been great at humility.” He laughs to himself as he slowly walks to his fancy automobile. 

He feels pleasure from his victim’s pain. 

After the massacre, he goes about his daily routine. 

My world is slowly changing. 

Tayden Seay 

 
The beautiful lake, its scenery masterpiece 

It trails down for miles, with staggering rock formations surrounding it 

The foliage cascading down the rocks 

They ignite like a emerald flame  

Bringing life to its desolate surface. 
 

The clear blue water  

Dancing around in the night  

But helpless against the beating sun's rays  

Usually you can catch a swarm of bass  

They're on the prowl for defenseless prey to pounce on. 
 

During the night, the towns and shops are given a breath of life  

With curious eyes engulfing the streets  

Several different restaurants released a swarm of scents and smells 

The culprit, a wide array of food being catered to hungry tourists. 
 

The never ending sea, a treasure trove of curiosity  

It trickles and glides against the night’s burrowing wind 

The moon cascades a towering gaze upon it 

Showering it with rays of fog and mist. 
 

Occupying the plethora of lakes and rivers during sunny days  

Sail boats traverse the waters, bending to the winds will  

Jet Skis can be spotted tearing through roaring waves. 

 

Wakes cause upheaval across the clear blue shores.  

Parrot in Paradise  

by Kylee Adams 



 
I think about sleep and how consciousness disappears 

Sad 

Uncertainty 

Sadness and regret 

What we should have or should not have said 

Relief and beautiful memories 

Earthly 

Unknown 

Jesus 

Gone 

The End 

Tragedy 

Suffering 

Peaceful 

Who do some suffer & others do not? 

Sadness 

A feeling of losing somebody who you held near and dear to your heart 

It is scary that no one knows for certain what happens after death 

Susannah Olsen 



“Lock up your libraries if you like; but there is no gate, no lock, no bolt that you can set upon the  

freedom of my mind.” 

     —Virginia Woolf, A Room o f One ’s Own 
 

 was born April 29, 1903, the same day that President Theodore Roosevelt first visited our 

small town in the southeastern corner of Iowa, on the banks of the Mississippi River.  I was not  

expected until the middle of May, so my mother and 

father had walked the six blocks to hear him speak, 

down on a section of Main Street that had been closed 

off for the occasion.  Perhaps I was destined to arrive 

two weeks early regardless, or possibly the president’s 

speech presented my mother with simply too much  

excitement.  In any event, my father, who loved telling 

this story, always noted that my mother suddenly had a 

stricken look on her face and clutched his arm, pulling 

him towards her so that she could whisper in his ear.  

“Albert,” she said, “I’m sure this will be a grand speech, 

but I’m afraid I’ll need to leave before it’s over.”  “Is 

it…?” my father asked.  “Yes,” said my mother, and so 

they started for home, my father wanting to carry my 

mother all the way, and she having none of it. 

Within a minute or two it became evident that I was 

coming into the world long before my parents could 

hope to get home, so my father picked up my protesting 

mother in his arms and carried her into the nearest 

building, which happened to house the public library up on the second floor.  So it was there on 

the floor of the library, with the librarian assisting, that my mother gave birth to all six pounds 

and one ounce of me. 

And that’s how I came to be named 

Theodora, after the man whose speech  

neither of my parents got to hear, a name 

that was quickly shortened to Dora, or  

Dorrie, for all but the most formal of  

documents. 

 

Continued on Page 28 



 



1-31 • Portraits by Kent Hilgenbrinck of Ursa, Keokuk Art Center, Lower Level,  

Keokuk Public Library 

      1 • Wednesday After School Movie, Nov 1, 8, 15, 22, & 29, 2 pm, Round Room, Keokuk  

Public Library 

   • Bullis-Rutter Big Band, 8 pm, Hawkeye Restaurant 

      2 • Open Mic Night, 6:30 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library 

3 • Mason Jar Adult Painting Class, 10 am & 6 pm, Nov 4, 6 pm, The Lost Canvas, 719 Main 

4 • Keokuk Area Hospital Auxiliary Tea & Bazzar, 9 am - 1pm, First Christian Church,  

3476 Main 

• October Rage & Contingency, 8 pm, L-Treyn’s, 1108 Main 

5 • All Saints Parrish Fall Festival, 11 am - 2 pm, Keokuk Catholic Schools, 2981 Plank Rd 

      6 • Library Makers, Nov 6 & 20, 3 - 4:30 pm, Lower Level, Keokuk Public Library 

8 • Wednesday Pre-School Movers and Shakers, Nov 8 & 22, 10 - 10:30 pm, Round Room, 

Keokuk Public Library  

• Wednesday Afternoon Book Club, discusses “Lab Girl” by Hope Jahren, 1 - 3 pm, Lower 

Level, Keokuk Public Library 

9 • Painting Party, 6 pm, Keokuk Elks Club  

      • Free Movie Night, 6 pm, Keokuk Public 

Library 

10 • Derik Nelson & Family, sponsored by 

Keokuk Concert Association, 7:30 pm, 

  Grand Theatre 

13 • Craft-ernoon, Nov 13 & 27, 3 -  4:30 pm, 

Round Room, Keokuk Public Library 

• Midwest Maize, with historian Cynthia 

Clampitt, 6:30 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library 

14 • Vintage Keokuk Photographs, by Leo Gredell, 6:30 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public  

  Library 

16 • Conservation Thursday, Iowa Bats with Lee County Conservation, 3:30 pm, Round Room, 

Keokuk Public Library 

18 • Lego Club, 10:30 am - Noon, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library 

• Festival of Trees, Keokuk Art Center, 7:30 pm, River City Mall  

22 • Thanksgiving Eve with Stumptown, 9 pm, L-Treyn’s, 1108 Main 

23 • City of Christmas, Nov 23—Dec 26, Rand Park 

27 • The Story of the Civilian Conservation Corps, with Linda Betsinger McCann, 6:30 pm, 

Round Room, Keokuk Public Library 

28 • Annual Soup Luncheon, 11 am, St. John’s Episcopal Church; 208 N 4th St 

     • Family Night: Stuffed Animal Sleepover, 6 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library 

23 • The Murder of Eunice Rockefeller, as told by her great-grandson Russ Fry, 6:30 pm, Round 

Room, Keokuk Public Library C
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 1-31 • Photographs by Vince Seaver of Hamilton, Keokuk Art Center, Lower Level,  

Keokuk Public Library 

 1-26 • City of Christmas, Rand Park 

   1-3 • A Keokuk Christmas Carol, presented by Great River Players, Dec 1 & 2, 7:30 pm,  

Dec 3, 2 pm, Grand Theatre 

       1 • Puttin’ on the Glitz: Sparkle & Shine… Its Christmastime!, 4:30—9 pm,  

Main Street Keokuk 

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

       2 • Brandon Gibbs Band, 9 pm, L-Treyn’s, 1108 Main 

 6 • Bullis-Rutter Big Band, 8 pm, Hawkeye Restaurant 

 7 • Open Mic Night, 6:30 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library 

 8 • Winter Band Concert, 7 pm, Keokuk Middle School  

 13 • Wednesday Afternoon Book Club, discusses “March” by Geraldine Brooks, 1 - 3 pm,  

Lower Level, Keokuk Public Library 

 14 • Free Movie Night, 6 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library 

 16 • Lego Club, 10:30 am - Noon 

 

 

   3 • Bullis-Rutter Big Band, 8 pm, Hawkeye Restaurant  

 10 • Wednesday Afternoon Book Club, discusses “Mrs. Lincoln’s Rival” by Jennifer Chiaverini, 

1 - 3 pm, Lower Level, Keokuk Public Library 

 15 • Martin Luther Kind Day Celebration, sponsored by Keokuk Association for Rights & 

Equality, 6 pm, Bethel Church, 1217 Morgan 

20-21• 34th Annual Bald Eagle Days, Keokuk Tourism, 9 am - 4 pm, River City Mall 

 23 • Outside In: African American History in Iowa, with Des Moines history professor Hal 

Chase, 6:30 pm, Keokuk Public Library 

 27 • Trivia Fundraiser, Rollin’ on the River, 7 pm, Southside Boat Club 

 

In order to add an event to this calendar, contact Carole Betts at bettsongrand@gmail.com. To  

advertise in the Confluence, please contact Dianne Stanley at mb450sl@msn.com. All ads should be 

approximately 3x5 inches in size and may be either vertical or horizontal. The cost is $40 per ad.  



As that ancient Chinese curse has it, I was born in  

exciting times.  President Roosevelt was to return on two 

subsequent occasions, when I was four and again when I 

was nine.  I have no clear recollection of the second  

occasion, though I do of the third.  Both times he asked to 

see me, his namesake, for he had heard the story of my 

birth shortly after leaving town that first time. 

There were also the three years it took to build the dam 

that crossed the Mississippi River right next to my home 

town.  Every day or so my family would walk to an  

overlook to check the progress in the construction of what 

was, at the time, going to be the biggest dam in the world. 

Thousands of visitors also came to see this huge  

construction project take shape, and then there were the 

workers, some living in town while others were in an area 

of tents and temporary structures just down the hill from 

where we lived.  It was especially fascinating to me to hear 

people speaking a language other than English and to hear 

the less refined workmen cursing, even when they knew 

they were within the hearing of ladies and young children. 

But then, in little more than a year after the dam’s  

completion, the Great War in Europe began.  My father 

foresaw this war eventually involving the United States, 

and so began tapering off his law practice, much to my 

mother’s distress.  He pointed out that he was a reserve 

officer, ever since his time in college, so he was more than a 

little likely to be called up.  It was best, he said, to be ready, 

and my mother would get up and leave the room, so he— 

and I—wouldn’t see her tears. 

In the end, he did not have to go, given his age, his 

marital status, his children (I had a little brother by then) 

and the fact that the war ended about a year and a half  

after the United States got into it.  He was a bit relieved, 

my mother much more so, while my brother was, at least 

for a while, disappointed, having wanted his father to  

become a hero. 

And yet, even with all this excitement, it was the  

murder trial that never took place that I remember most 

vividly from all my years of growing up.  It all began less 

than a year after the war ended, when it was the issue of 

women’s suffrage that got everyone so worked up. 

By that time I was working in the public library after 

school and summers for Miss Franklin, the librarian, the 

same librarian who was there to help my mother the day I 

was born.  I suspect she may have had a soft spot in her 

heart for me, despite her stern appearance.  After all, the 

ability to quiet a room with a sharp glance was practically 

a requirement for a librarian back then, along with the  

ability to find the right information or recommend the 

right book.  I admired her for her knowledge and quick 

wit, and concluded that her sternness was partly a defense 

against all the ways a single working woman might be 

treated poorly and partly a way of treating everyone else 

equally.  Besides, I really enjoyed the way she might say 

something hilariously funny without even the flicker of a 

smile playing over her lips. 

So I was quite surprised when I saw an expression of 

shock on Miss Franklin’s face when she got a telephone call 

one summer morning not long after she and Mrs. Schultz 

and I had opened up.  Mrs. Schultz, who was elderly and 

widowed, came in mornings to keep the library cleaned 

up, so she was in the ladies room cleaning.  I was  

reshelving books, but only about a dozen feet from Miss 

Franklin’s desk when the call came.  She kept her voice 

low, so I only heard the last part of one half of the  

conversation, you know, when I worked my way in a bit 

closer. 

“Yes, I suppose if I were there to reclaim valuable city 

property they might let me in.” 

“You’re quite sure it’s been removed?” 

“Actually, I’d prefer to take Dorrie with me, if that’s  

acceptable to you.  There are quite a few, and I’ll need 

someone to help carry them back.” 

When she hung up, Miss Franklin explained that my 

father was the one who had called.  He had just acquired a 

new client, Mrs. Grierson, one of our town’s most  

prominent citizens.  “She had just returned from Chicago 

with several other ladies, including your mother evidently, 

when she was arrested for the murder of her husband.  

Your mother refused to leave her until your father could 

arrive to act as Mrs. Grierson’s attorney, and then your 

mother raised such a fuss when they were going to lock 

Mrs. Grierson up in the city jail that they decided to keep 

her under house arrest at her home over on Fourth Street.  

So, your mother is still with Mrs. Grierson at the Fourth 

Street house, along with a couple of police officers.  Your 

father has just left his office to join them.  We are to go to 

the room Mrs. Grierson kept at the Hotel Iowa.  There are 

library books in that room, a good number of them, and we 

are going to get them back, unless, of course, they turn out 

to be evidence. 

And then, in a softer voice, “And perhaps have a good 

look around to be sure evidence isn’t tampered with.” 

By this time Mrs. Schultz had emerged from the ladies 

room to listen in.  Mr. Heyward, the library’s only patron 

that morning, was dozing over the morning paper in a far 

corner of the room.  Miss Franklin asked Mrs. Schultz to 

take charge of the library while we were gone, something 

Mrs. Schultz had done on a number of occasions in the 

past.  She asked me to get a large canvas bag that hung at 

the far end of the coat rack. 
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On our way over to the hotel, I asked Miss Franklin 

why Mrs. Grierson would keep a hotel room.  She thought 

for a moment or two before answering me.  “Not every 

married couple is as devoted to each other as your parents 

are,” she began.  In fact, some marriages are arranged, and 

the arrangement can be based on something… of value, 

but not really love.  And maybe there is the hope that the 

couple will be… mutually tolerant, and perhaps even car-

ing. 

“Mrs. Grierson married Mr. Grierson because her fa-

ther wished them to marry.  Her father, you know, built 

the hotel we are going to.  Mrs. Grierson agreed to do as 

her father wished, to marry Mr. Grierson, but only if she 

might have a room in the hotel, a place that she might re-

tire to during the day to read or sew, or simply be by her-

self, a place of refuge for which she would have the only 

key.” 

“How did you learn all this?” I asked. 

“Two years ago Mrs. Grierson was quite ill and chose 

to stay in her room at the hotel for several weeks, until she 

healed.  I brought her books—and we had several conver-

sations.” 

By this time we were in the hotel’s elevator, approach-

ing the top floor.  When we got to the room at the end of 

the hall there was a police officer standing guard.  Howev-

er, the door was open, and the police chief and the mayor 

were inside arguing.  I saw a chalk outline on the floor just 

to their right and a rug and chair ruined by a stain.  There 

were reddish brown splatters on one wall. 

“Miss Franklin,” I gasped.  Is this where...”   

“Yes, Dorrie,” she answered.  “They removed the, 

uh… remains earlier this morning, but the room has not 

yet been put back as it should be.  You may remain out 

here if you wish.” 

“No, that’s all right,” I said, following her into the 

room. 

At first the chief wanted us out, saying that this was a 

crime scene, but Miss Franklin fixed him with her sternest 

look and explained that there were many valuable books 

checked out of the library in the room, making them city 

property.  She said it was her duty to reclaim them, unless 

they should be needed for some forthcoming legal pro-

ceeding.  The chief looked at the mayor questioningly, but 

he just shrugged and waved us in.  Then he went back to 

what he had been saying to the chief. 

“Look, all I’m saying is that with someone of this 

prominence you’ve got to be very, very sure.  Fortunately 

she ended up at her house, rather than in jail.  She can be 

kept secure there, at least for the next day or so, and then if 

you really have an air-tight case, we’ll send her up to the 

county facility and hope for a speedy trial.” 

“Yeah, I know, this is a tough one,” the chief said.  

“But who else could have done it?  We find him in a room 

that’s been locked, and she has the only key.  He’s been 

fatally shot, but there in no gun in the room.  Who else 

could have done it?” 

Meanwhile, Miss Franklin and I had moved over to a 

writing table on the other side of the room where there was 

a stack of books.  Some were the library’s, but some were 

Mrs. Grierson’s, so we had to sort through them. 

“Who else, Chief?” Miss Franklin said.  “Why I can 

think of at least one other possibility.” 

He gave her a look that managed to be cranky, scornful 

and dubious, all at once.  He was in the middle of saying 

something dismissive when the mayor, more sensitive to 

political and social ramifications, interrupted him, saying 

“Perhaps, Miss Franklin, you might explain this other  

possibility.” 

“Yes, perhaps I should,” said Miss Franklin, “but I 

should first like to open a window.  There’s an unfortunate 

odor in this room that my assistant and I find quite  

distressing.”  Without seeking further permission, she 

stepped over to the window nearest the chalk outline and 

the blood-splattered chair just behind it and lifted open the 

window.  It moved easily in its frame, remarkably so. 

Meanwhile I was thinking, “my assistant...”  I didn’t 

know whether to look pleased or suitably distressed.  I 

watched as Miss Franklin examined two recently drilled 

holes in each side of the window frame, and then extracted 

something reddish brown from one of them and carried it 

back to the desk with her capacious purse siting on it.  

From the purse she withdrew a small envelope, barely 

large enough to hold a calling card, and put this reddish 

brown thing in it.  Then she took from her purse a small 

pad of paper, a pencil, a measuring tape and an abacus, all 

of which she laid out, neatly and precisely, on the desk.  

Then she turned and faced the men and said, “Gentlemen, 

I think I can do more than tell you about an alternative; I 

can show you one.” 

After the mayor’s “By all means, do so then,” Miss 

Franklin proceeded to take measurements with the tape 

measure, all of which she jotted down as she began flicking 

the beads on the abacus this way and that.  For the life of 

me, I could not make any sense myself of what she was 

doing and was about to say so, but a chilling look from 

Miss Franklin kept me from saying a word. 

Not Miss Franklin, though. She was positively chatty 

as she kept taking her measurements.  Sometimes she 

seemed merely to be muttering softly to herself, but once 

she said, “Do you know, gentlemen, that the origin of the 

modern military force can be almost entirely attributed to 

the accurate calculation of trajectory?” 
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Finally, after a satisfied sigh, she said, “And now,  

gentlemen, all of your questions will be answered, and a 

solution to our problem offered, once we go outside for a 

bit of… oh, what’s it called?… evidence.”  Then she  

handed me the measuring tape, the pad of paper and the 

pencil, asked that the police officer outside the door  

continue to guard it, picked up her purse, and led the three 

of us down to the sidewalk just below the window she had 

earlier opened. 

Now very much in charge of the proceedings, Miss 

Franklin looked up to be sure she was centered under the 

right window, then stepped forward and looked down into 

the street gutter.  There was nothing there, but, undeterred, 

Miss Franklin walked down to where a grate in the gutter 

led to our city’s storm sewer system.  She wrinkled her 

nose and gestured me over to her side.  Then she took back 

the pencil, paper and measuring tape and asked me to step 

into the street and reach down to pick up a soggy mass of 

detritus that was trapped by the grate.  By the time I had 

done so, the men had reluctantly joined us, so there were 

now four pairs of eyes gazing down at what I held open in 

my hands as Miss Franklin daintily removed leaves and 

twigs.  What we saw was some sort of apparatus  

constructed of rubber bands and pencils, one of which was 

missing its eraser.  It was as if three lights went on over 

three foreheads as Miss Franklin lifted a knot of rubber 

bands so that we could see a copy of a room key still 

attached to one of them. 

However, Miss Franklin let out a deep sigh of  

disappointment and joined me in the street so that she 

could more clearly see the window to Mrs. Grierson’s 

room.  She next looked the building across the street that 

was only two floors high, and then she looked to the left 

and the right.  A block away, the end of a ladder was just 

visible, sticking out from an alley.  She asked the mayor 

and the chief of police to bring the ladder over to where 

she was now standing, at the building across the street.  

Both men kind of rolled their eyes before they went to get 

the ladder. 

When they were out of earshot, I asked Miss Franklin what 

she was doing with the tape measure and the abacus.  “Let 

me see, my dear,” she said, “you’re just sixteen, aren’t 

you?” 

“Yes ma’am,” I said, “since April.” 

“Well, I guess that makes you old enough to learn a 

great secret, perhaps the  great secret, about men:  they 

don’t always listen to women, but the do pay attention to 

numbers and statistics.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.  “I’ll be sure to remember that.” 

At this moment the men returned, so Miss Franklin 

asked them to put the ladder against the wall of the  

building, which they did, huffing and puffing and  

muttering words I could not quite hear. Then Miss  

Franklin reached into her purse and withdrew one knitting 

needle, which she handed to me with some whispered  

instructions.  I took the knitting needle, set down the tangle 

of rubber bands and pencils next to the building’s entrance, 

and scampered up the ladder. 

In less than a minute I was on my way back down, 

holding aloft the knitting needle, from which was  

suspended a revolver by its trigger guard.  The chief of 

police carefully lifted the revolver from the knitting needle, 

made sure it wouldn’t accidentally discharge, and then 

noted that it had been fired, probably within the last two or 

three days.  Then he wrapped it in a handkerchief and put 

it in his pocket. 

“Gentlemen,” said Miss Franklin, “if you’ll return with 

me to Mrs. Grierson’s room, I believe I can now  

demonstrate to you how Mr. Grierson might have taken 

his own life.” 

Actually, I don’t think that will be necessary,” said the 

mayor, taking from his own pocket another handkerchief 

which he used to wrap up the rubber bands, pencils and 

key from where I had set them down.  He handed all of 

this to the chief and asked him if he would lock them 

away, along with the gun, in the evidence closet at the  

police station.  Then he said, “Chief, I think we can now 

safely tell Mrs Grierson that she is free on her own  

recognizance, don’t you?  When the chief agreed, the 

mayor said he would like to be the one to tell her.  So the 

three of us walked over to Mrs. Grierson’s house, while the 

chief went back to the police station. 

We found the police guard smoking a cigarette on the 

front porch, which he quickly put out when the mayor 

walked up to him and let him know that he could return to 

the police station for further instructions. 

It was my father who answered our knock at the door. 

“At last!” he exclaimed.  “I’m about to float away from all 

the tea I’ve had to drink, along with the handsful of those 

odd little cookies that ladies seem to like with their tea.” 

“No one made you eat them,” said my mother, coming 

up behind him.  Then we all went in to the parlor to tell 

Mrs. Grierson the good news that she was no longer  

considered a murderess.  Of course, this news was still 

somewhat muted by the other piece of news we had, that 

her husband had apparently committed suicide.  I noticed 

that both my mother and Mrs. Grierson were still wearing 

their white dresses, the official color of the suffrage  

movement. 

Miss Franklin and I were silent for the first couple of blocks 

on our way back to the library.  After all, we had left Mrs 

Schultz in charge for far longer than Miss Franklin had 
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intended.  Then, speaking deferentially, I said, “You know, 

it seems to me that you haven’t really proven that Mrs. 

Grierson didn’t kill her husband, only that it was possible 

for him to have killed himself.”  

The smile that Miss Franklin gave me might almost 

have been considered broad.  She said, “Very good indeed, 

my dear!  Those men are both quite intelligent, so I’m sure 

they’ll reach the same conclusion within a day or two.  But 

by then no one in this entire town will want to see Mrs. 

Grierson tried for any crime, especially the women.” 

“But what about justice,” I said. 

“Ah, justice.” said Miss Franklin.  “Always hard to say 

just what it is, and perhaps even harder to see it carried 

out. 

Do you remember me telling you about the illness that 

laid Mrs. Grierson up for two weeks in her hotel room?” 

“Yes ma’am” 

“She wasn’t ill.  She had been badly beaten and needed 

to remain out of sight until her injuries could be hidden 

through the judicious use of makeup.” 

“Oh,” I said.  It was the second thing Miss Franklin 

told me that day that I never forgot. 

 

*   *  *     *  *  *     *  *  * 

 

Everyone in town was more than a little surprised 

when, later that same year, Mrs. Grierson gave up her 

house, which was grand and elegant, and moved into her 

room at the hotel, which was not.  She became something 

of a recluse, visited only by Miss Franklin, who continued 

to visit her even after her retirement as our community’s 

librarian.  They both died within a year or two of each oth-

er... oh, it must have been over thirty years ago. 

I must say, my life followed a much more conventional 

pattern after that summer.  I was quite fortunate.  My par-

ents were able to provide me with a good education, in-

cluding college.  What made it good, mind you, was the 

understanding it gave me about my own life and the lives 

of others.  I married a good man, someone who loved me 

as much as my father loved my mother.  Just as they did, 

we had two children, and both of them turned out pretty 

good, real assets to their communities.  Unfortunately, 

their communities are on opposite coasts, while I am still 

here in Iowa, stuck in the middle, as they like to tell me. 

After their father died, both of my children wanted me 

to come and live with them.  I would not let myself be so 

far away from either, so I have stayed here and make fre-

quent and pleasurable trips to see both of them and their 

families. 

When the house I raised them in became too much for 

me to keep up, I decided to move into the by-now old hotel 

where Mrs. Grierson once had her room.  It had been re-

cently converted into apartments for old people like me, 

only we are now called “senior citizens.” 

It wasn’t very long after I moved into my small apart-

ment on the top floor that I began hearing about the ghost.  

She is said to be a woman who died after being stood up 

by the man she was to marry, for she appears always all 

dressed in white. 

Of course, I know better.  I am told that ghosts stick 

around within sight of the living because they have 

“unfinished business.”  Perhaps this woman is expiating a 

crime committed long, long ago, but I doubt it.  I think, 

instead, that when women are treated in all aspects of their 

lives equal to the way men ought to be treated, then per-

haps Mrs. Grierson will at long last find peace. 
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