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Editor's Note:  This article on Mark Stanley originally appeared in the Burlington 
Hawk Eye.  We are grateful to its author, Bob Hansen, for permission to reprint it here 
with some additional photographs.

Even in the depths of winter, dogwood buds burst into bloom, and finely 
veined leaves and intertwined branches grace a residential yard.  These 

early promises of spring are not a gift of nature.  Rather, they are metallic 
imaginings brought to life by the Keokuk artisan blacksmith Mark Stanley.

The backyard art, decorative railings and scores of imaginative tabletop 
floral art are fashioned from iron Stanley heats, folds, fashions and cuts into 
intricate designs.

The desire to create 
art may, at first glance, 
seem misplaced in the 
bearded 53-year-old former 
Missourian who looks more 
suited to the deer stand or 
bass boat.  However, the 
pipe fitter and mechanical 
contractor, who came to 
his art late in life, finds the 
challenges of his workshop 
are more attractive than 
outdoor pursuits.

“I guess I have always 
had an artistic streak in me,” 
Stanley said.  “It’s just that 
it took me a while to figure 
out what I was good at, 
and finally, it came down to 
doing what you know best.”

Continued on Page 2

Mark in his element, 
as photographed by his 
daughter, Shanna Martin.
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His “best” was imagining intricate designs—
often featuring floral themes—rendering the 
concepts to drawings and then calling on his years 
of metal working experience to create art.

The Rolla, Missouri, native met his wife, Cindy, 
34 years ago and returned with her to Iowa.  He 
works for a Keokuk-based metal fabricator with 
millwright work and piping projects among his 
duties.

The couple’s three daughters are grown, and 
Stanley initially was content with the highly skilled 
trade he enjoyed and filling his idle time with 
hunting and fishing.

However, everything changed when a job 
assignment sent him to Springfield, Missouri, and 
he met another metal worker who was creating art.

“I had been working with metal all my life, but 
I had never seen anything like what this guy was 
creating,” Stanley said.

Continued from Page 1

Continued on Page 3

Many of Mark Stanley's pieces were featured last February 
in a show at the library sponsored by the Keokuk Art Center.  

mailto:artworks1221@gmail.com
mailto:bettsongrand@gmail.com
mailto:alka_61@hotmail.com
http://www.ksbbank.com


“When I saw it, I know my eyes lit up, and I thought right away, ‘I can do that.’”
Stanley’s mentor proved willing to share the secrets and techniques of his craft.  He 

explained what tools were needed and how to build or buy necessary equipment for the 
highly detailed work artisan blacksmithing requires.

“I guess we call ourselves artisan blacksmiths because what we do is 
more ‘artsy’ than fabricating a plow,” said Stanley, who recently had a well-
attended show at the Keokuk Art Center.

Stanley said several of his creations are done on a commission basis.  
With that said, the metal worker turned to his cellphone for a photograph of 
the yard gate he recently completed and explained the project. 

“It begins with a concept and if this work is a commission, I have to sell 
the idea to the customer.  Bars of black iron come next, and these are shaped 
in the forge to the rough design,” he said.

He added: “The smaller pieces are cut and rough-shaped and then sent 
through a hammer mill using a selection of hammer heads.  Texturing of 
features, such as leaf veins, are achieved with various chisels and hammers.  
Welding then joins the individual components into the finished artwork and 
the gate commission required about 50 hours to complete.

“The time wrapped up in pulling something like this together really 
doesn’t seem like much to me.  There are days when I get off my regular job 
that I cannot wait to get home and start working in my workshop. There 
is a lot of satisfaction in this work, and I enjoy seeing my ideas becoming a 
finished piece of art,” Stanley said.

In addition to the time it takes to create his artwork, there is considerable 
investment in equipment. Stanley said he always is on the lookout to add to 
his toolbox.

Several items can be special ordered but Stanley also has to search for 
tools at antique auctions.  Some of the equipment, such as the gas-fired 
forge, he creates from scrap parts, and he still is on the lookout for an 
affordable hammer mill.

“There is really a kind of a double satisfaction in this kind of work,” 
Stanley said.  “You first get a sense of satisfaction when you see your ideas 
becoming real, and then you get satisfaction when your customer likes what 
you have done.”

“It takes a lot of time, but I really enjoy it.  In fact, I don’t do much 
fishing anymore, and it has been a while since I went out deer hunting.  It is 
just that I enjoy this more.  Or maybe I’m just getting old,” he said.
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Continued from Page 2

An iron gate, inspired by its 
environment, was hand crafted by 
Stanley and now opens on to the 
Mississippi River.  

http://www.vigenmemorialhome.com
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The Keokuk Community Fine Arts 
Council has announced the winners of 

the Tri-State High School Competition which 
it sponsors annually.  Pieces are submitted 
from eight schools around our area and the 
winners in each of six categories receive 
prizes of $75 for first place, $50 for second, 
and $25 for third.  Prize money was donated 
by former board members  Dr. Joseph 
Rapagnani and James Layfield.  The judge 
for this year's competition was Suzanne 
Messer, Art Instructor at SCC's South 
Campus.  The winners, their schools and the 
titles of their work are as follows:

Oil Painting 
     First—Maia Jenkins, Keokuk H.S.,  

 "Mississippi Fly Away"   
          Second—Ryan Paul, Clark County H.S.,
 "Portrait" 

     Third—Daisha Cale, Keokuk H.S., 
 "Winter Joy"
Watercolor Painting 
     First—Payton Brodie, Illini West H.S., 
 "Sunday Dresses"
     Second—Rayna Buxton, Winfield
  Mount Union H.S., "Splatter"
     Third—Kayla King, Central Lee H.S., 
 "Spunky Dog" 

The Keokuk Fine Arts Council's
 2016 Tri-State High School Art Competition
 by Prue Backlin

Maia Jenkins' "Mississippi Fly Away," 
above, and Payton Brodie's "Sunday 
Dresses," below, won first place awards.
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From top to bottom, first place winners 
Beauty and Talent; Laughter; Life's Balance; 
and Native Jim.

Drawing 
     First—Austin Kirchner, Central Lee H.S., 
 "Beauty and Talent"
     Second—Sydney Kramer, Central Lee H.S., 
 "Around the Carousel"
     Third—Rayna Buxton, Winfield Mount 
 Union H.S., "The Long Ride"
Pastels  
     First—Pearl Krieger Coble, Winfield Mount 
 Union H.S., "Laughter"
     Second—Ciara Roscon, Fort Madison H.S., 
 "Self Portrait with a Twist" 
     Third—Tashia Lilly, Hamilton H.S., 
 "Mysterious Creatures"
Mixed Media
     First—Selby Jones, Illini West H.S., 
 "Native Jim"
     Second—Amy Espinosa, Illini West H.S., 
 "A Day in the City"
     Third—Jordan Bush, Holy Trinity H.S., 
 "When the Music is Over"
Three Dimensional 
     First—Maya Rashid, Holy Trinity H.S., 
 "Life's Balance"
     Second—Josie Shuman, Clark County H.S.,
 "Goblet"
     Third—Jordan Bush, Holy Trinity H.S., 
 "Frida and Diego"

Art instructors at each of the participating 
schools are Cindy Riley, Winfield Mount Union; 
Steve Rung, Holy Trinity; Jamie Jones, Central Lee; 
Judy Stevenson, Illini West; Kelly Nagel, Clark County; Linda Hardy, 
Hamilton; Martha Neff, Keokuk; and Kathy Neff, Fort Madison.  

The students' artwork was placed on display in the Round Room 
of the Keokuk Public Library in early March.  On Sunday, March 
20th, the show closed with a reception for the artists and their 
families at which time the winners were announced and prizes and 
certificates were distributed.

Continued from Page 4
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 Friday, May 27th will bring with it the Keokuk Cultural and Entertainment District's 10th 

Annual Back Alley Bandfest and first ever Quilt Airing.  You are invited to join quilters 
and quilt lovers, musicians and music lovers for the airing of quilts and live music.  Held in 
conjunction with the Back Alley Bandfest, the event will be a treat for the senses with colorful 
quilts blowing in the breeze, the 
sounds of multiple musicians 
performing, and people strolling 
the historic neighborhood with its 
amazing arcitecture.  

Bring a chair, a blanket, or a 
quilt and pause awhile to enjoy 
the music as bands perform in 
alleys, on porches, and in yards 
from 6:00 pm until 9:00 pm.  After 
9:00, music will continue at The 
Lost Canvas located at 719 Main 
Street.  This year close to 20 
bands are expected to participate 
including: Jesse Mazzoccoli (6-7 
pm), Bryce Griffin (7-8 pm) and 
Justin Tuck (8-9 pm) at 719 Main; 
No Other Name (6-7:30 pm) and 
Refined (7:30 - 9 pm) at 202 Blondeau; Ladies Night (6-7 pm) and Bocephus Wayne (7-9 pm) at 
126 High; Randy Sollenberger (6-6:30 pm) and The Boos Band (7:30 - 9 pm) at 210 N. 5th; Bullis-
Rutter Big Band (6-8 pm) at 524 N. 3rd; VIC (6-7 pm) The Amare Project at 426 N. 4th; Noah 
McNally (6-7:15 pm & 7:30-9 pm) at 224 High; Daylight Racer (6-6:30 pm), All Fired Up (6:30-7 
pm), Mendoza (7:15-7:45 pm) and Deniro (8-9 pm) at 116 Concert; Cultfusion (7:30-9 pm) at 318 
N. 4th; and Stumptown (6-9 pm) at 528 Blondeau.  With this amazing line up, the genres covered 
range from Acoustic to Electronic, Country to Reggae, Christian to Punk, and Jazz to Rock, with a 
bit of Funk/Fusion thrown in for good measure.  

This is a family friendly event and it's requested that coolers be left at home. Anyone 
interested in participating in the Quilt Airing, or who just wants to learn more about this addition 
to the weekend's activities, is encouraged to contact Carole Betts at bettsongrand@gmail.com or 
Jenny Simo at janeandfancy@yahoo.com.

 

FRIDAY, MAY 27 
KEOKUK CULTURAL & ENTERTAINMENT DISTRICT’S 
10TH ANNUAL  
BACK ALLEY BANDFEST 
AND THE FIRST 

QUILT AIRING 
 
You are invited to join quilters and quilt lovers, musicians and 
music lovers for the airing of quilts and live music. Held in 
conjunction with the Back Alley Bandfest, the event will be a 
treat for the senses with colorful quilts blowing in the breeze, 
the sounds of multiple musicians performing and, people 
strolling the historic neighborhood with its amazing 
architecture.  

Bring a chair, a blanket, or a quilt and pause awhile to enjoy 
the music as bands perform in alleys, on porches, and in yards. 

The Back Alley Bandfest and Quilt Airing is a family-oriented 
event. 

LIVE MUSIC 

OVER 20 
BANDS 

 

FAMILY 
FRIENDLY 

NO COOLERS 
PLEASE 

 

COLORFUL 
QUILTS 

 

 KEOKUK CULTURAL & 
ENTERTAINMENT DISTRICT 
MAIN STREET KEOKUK, INC. 

511 Blondeau Street, Ste 3 
Keokuk, IA 52632 

319-524-5056 

downtownkeokuk@iowatelecom.net 

Friday, May 27 
6:00-9:00 pm 

Music continues after 9:00 at  
The Lost Canvas 

719 Main Street 

  

If you would like to participate in the 
Quilt Airing, contact Carol Betts at 

bettsongrand@gmail.com or  
Jenny Simo at 

janeandfancy@yahoo.com 

http://www.keokuk.lib.ia.us
http://www.pilotgrovesavingsbank.com
mailto:bettsongrand@gmail.com
mailto:janeandfancy@yahoo.com
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Garage bands were just the 
beginning.  In 2006, the idea 

was to get people out of their winter 
ruts and give them the opportunity 
to wander Keokuk's Cultural and 
Entertainment District, catch a 
variety of local musicians doing their 
thing, and visit with neighbors who'd been tucked away since fall.  One good idea often leads 
to another and in 2014 Keokuk's Alleycat Bike Rally was created for those inspired by spring 
to do something a bit more physically demanding than walking around listening to music.  An 
Alleycat Bicycle Rally is a form of unsanctioned street racing on bicycles.  Created decades ago 
by bike messengers, Alleycats mimic the routine a bike messenger might face in a typical delivery 
day.  Riders are sent around the city to a series of checkpoints.  Traffic, stoplights, potholes, 
pedestrians, and car exhaust are all part of the experience.  Winners combine navigation skills 
with raw speed to complete courses that might criss-cross a community for miles.  A list of 
checkpoints is given out to the riders just minutes before the race begins and there is no set route. 
Part of the strategy is deciding whether to take off and figure out the route along the way, or 
figure out your route first then take off.

Keokuk's event is scheduled for Saturday morning, May 28th, and will begin and end at Main 
Street Keokuk, Inc.'s new office located at 511 Blondeau.  A sign-in table will open at 7:30 am with 
coffee and donuts available.  In addition, a certified trainer will be around to lead all interested 
individuals in stretching exercises.  Race time is set for 9:00 am.  Riders may choose to participate 
at one of three levels: City to City to City (20+ miles), The Easy Ten (10+ miles), or The Grand 
Meander (A family fun ride).  A $15 fee is required of those who opt for 
one of the two more strenuous rides, while the Grand Meander is free of 
charge. 

Pre-registration is encouraged and a must if you'd like a T-shirt.  
Release forms must be signed by all (and by parents for those under the 
age of 18). To obtain the necessary form, or simply to learn more, stop 
by the office during regular business hours, email downtownkeokuk@
iowatelecom.net, or phone 319-524-5056.

On Your Mark, Get Set... Go!
 

This spring the Keokuk Art Center will celebrate the Memorial 
Day Weekend with a two day sale of art, antiques and special 

treasures.  This unique opportunity will take place Friday, May 27th 
from 1:00 - 9:00 pm and Saturday, May 28th from 9:00 am to 3:00 pm in 
the Keokuk Public Library's Round Room.  An opening for the event 
will be held in conjunction with Friday evening's Back Alley Bandfest. 
Everyone's encouraged to stop by, browse, and help support our local 
art center with a purchase or two.

 Art Center members and patrons are being asked to search their 
attics and closets for the "special" artifacts that are no longer being 
displayed in their homes.  Items ranging from pottery, sculpture, 
paintings and prints–to lamps, antiques and jewelry are welcome.  This 
sale is being planned as the Art Center's spring fund raising event, so 
pieces will be priced to sell.  Donated items may be dropped off at the 
Keokuk Art Center from 9:00 am to noon, Tuesday through Saturday 
beginning on May 3rd up until the day of the event.  Or, if you'd rather, 
you may call the Art Center at 524-8354 to arrange for pick up.

Art, Antiques & Treasures Market
 

http://www.conncommunications.com
mailto:downtownkeokuk@iowatelecom.net
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Back Alley Bandfest lasts just one night.  Fortunately, 
the Rand Park Pavilion provides the perfect setting 

in which to enjoy a wide variety of entertainment all 
summer long.  This year's schedule has been released and 
includes:
Sunday, June 5, 2:00 pm – Avenue Beat, an award winning
 female vocal group from Quincy, sponsored by the  
 Rand Park Pavilion Commission
Tuesday, June 14, 6:00 pm – Flag Day Ceremony,   
 sponsored by the Elks Lodge
Saturday, June 18 – Relay for Life
Thursday, June 23, dusk – Movie Night, sponsored by 
 Hy-Vee Food Store
Sunday, June 26, 3:00 pm – Burlington Municipal Band, 
 sponsored by Keokuk Community Fine Arts Council 
Friday, July 1, 7:00 pm – Lick Creek Band
Saturday, July 2, 7:00 pm – Slink & Wolf Band
Sunday, July 3, 5:00 pm – Open Mic Night
Monday, July 4, 7:00 pm – Staggard Band
Saturday, July 9, 7:30 pm – Leaving Abbey (Beatles inspired), 
 sponsored by the Rand Park Pavilion Commission 
Saturday, August 9, 7:00 pm – Cody James Ministries, Praise in the Park
Saturday, August 13, 7:30 pm – The Blenders from Macomb (acoustic with 
 4 harmonizing vocalists), sponsored by the Rand Park Pavilion Commission
Sunday, August 21, 10:30 am – Disciples Together Worship Service, 
 sponsored by First Christian Church
Saturday, September 3, 5:00 pm – Harrison Lane (Country/Rock) 
   and 7:30 pm – Fast Forward (60's/70's Classic Rock), 
 sponsored the Rand Park Pavilion Commission
Saturday, September 10 – Unity in the Community
Sunday, September 18, 10:00 am – Church in the Park, 
 sponsored by Crossview Fellowship Church
Sunday, September 25, 2:00 pm – Bullis/Rutter Band, sponsored by the 
 Rand Park Pavilion Commission
Saturday, October 15, 4:00 pm - 7:00 pm – Fright Night, 
 sponsored by the Park and Recreation Board

For updated information, go to www.RandParkPavilion.com.

Rand Park Pavilion in 2016
 

Photo courtesty of  OPN  Architects

http://www.hy-vee.com
http://www.RandParkPavilion.com


Keokuk has a proud history when it comes to putting on Fourth of July events.  
According to one story, Keokuk may even have been named on the Fourth of July.  

The year was 1829.  A Mississippi River steamboat stopped at the foot of the Des Moines 
Rapids to celebrate Independence Day.  The most distinguished passenger on board was 
Colonel George Davenport, so he was put in charge of the festivities.  He looked out at 
the small village on the western side of the river and proposed that it be named Keokuk, 
after the chief who had kept his people from joining Black Hawk in what came to be 
called “Black Hawk's War.”  The celebration that followed was for both our country's 
fifty-third birthday and for the newly named village.

Fourth of July celebrations in Keokuk took on a new fervor during the Civil War, from 
1861 to 1865, when Keokuk was one of Iowa's principal points of departure for Union 
soldiers, and the principal place for the return of those that were sick or wounded, with 
its many hospitals to care for them and its National Cemetery to bury those who didn't 
survive.  The 1863 celebration must have been especially memorable, as that was also 
the day that Union forces were victorious at Gettysburg and, directly downriver, at 
Vicksburg.

Celebrating the Fourth in Keokuk 
 by Tyler Mills

9

Continued on Page 10

In the nineteenth century, Fourth of July celebrations were often detailed by a program of 
events like this one–a souvenir from Keokuk, 1883. 

mailto:lshaffersmith@gmail.com
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Of course, the Fourth of July was once an occasion for making 
speeches, and in 1886 the celebration at Rand Park featured one of 
America's great public speakers, Mark Twain, who had traveled back 
to Keokuk, where he once lived, to visit his mother and brother.  He 
brought his family with him, and they were all sitting in the audience 
listening to the scheduled speakers, when he was asked to add a few 
remarks of his own.

For a number of years now, Keokuk's Fourth of July celebration 
has been back at Rand Park, where Lenny Etter has been a stalwart in 
making sure this event goes off without a hitch, even when resources 
are lean.  He deserves a ton of credit for providing the fireworks 
display that we need to make this a top-notch event.  The finale of 
fountains and starbursts at the end of the display are always a favorite 
for the thousands of onlookers in the park and at surrounding vantage 
points.  The “Oohs!” and “Aahs!” that you hear from the young people 
in attendance, many seeing a fireworks display for the first time, are 
especially gratifying.

More recently, we have had a full day of special events, with Jones & 
Company adding a lot to what young and old can do during their day at 
the park.  The great carnival rides, games to play and buffalo burgers are 
just the latest chapter in what happens to be a tremendous event.  Buffalo 
burgers?  You bet!  And they're just one treat on a menu of special food 
treats that beg for your indulgence.  A pork chop on a stick is something 
that all carnival goers should splurge on at least once in their lives.  Let's 
face it, after a carnival ride or two, maybe with a game of skill thrown 
in, while you're out in the open air with your friends, there is this great 
culinary truth:  if you deep-fat fry something, nearly any sort of food-like 
substance, and then put it on a stick, chances are it will be delicious!

The Fourth has also become an event where local talent can show off 
their skills.  Groups like the Young Gunz, Staggard and Country Time, 
along with many others, have made solid contributions to the music 
that makes the Fourth such a special event.  This year's celebration will 
include a craft show where people will be able to see and buy works of 
art created by a number of local artists.  Celebrating the artistic talents of 
local residents is becoming a bigger part of our Fourth of July festivities.  
This is especially important in inspiring our young people to value what 
they can contribute to their community.

 Mark Twain's Fourth of July Speech,
Given in Keokuk, July 3, 1886

Ladies and gentlemen:  I little thought that 
when the boys woke me with their noise this 
morning that I should be called upon to add 
to their noise.  But I promise not to keep you 
long.  You have heard all there is to hear on 
the subject, the evidence is all in and all I have 
to do is to sum up the evidence and deliver 
the verdict.  You have heard the declaration 
of independence with its majestic ending, 
which is worthy to live forever, which has been 
hurled at the bones of a fossilized monarch, 
old King George the III, who has been dead 
these many years, and which will continue 
to be hurled at him annually as long as this 
republic lives.  You have heard the history 
of the nation from the first to the last—from 
the beginning of the revolutionary war, past 
the days of its great general, Grant, told in 
eloquent language by the orator of the day.  
All I have to do is to add the verdict, which 
is all that can be added, and that is, 'It is a 
successful day.'  I thank the officers of the day 
that I am enabled to once more stand face to 
face with the citizens that I met thirty years 
ago, when I was a citizen of Iowa, and also 
those of a later generation.  In the address 
to-day, I have not heard much mention made 
of the progress of these last few years—of the 
telegraph, telephone, phonograph, and other 
great inventions.  A poet has said, 'Better 
fifty years of England than all the cycles of 
Cathay,' but I say 'Better this decade than the 
900 years of Methuselah.'  There is more done 
in one year now than Methuselah ever saw in 
all his life.  He was probably asleep all those 
900 years.  When I was here thirty years ago 
there were 3,000 people here and they drank 
3,000 barrels of whiskey a day, and they drank 
it in public then.  I know that the man who 
makes the last speech on an occasion like this 
has the best of the other speakers, as he has the 
last word to say, which falls like a balm on the 
audience—though this audience has not been 
bored to-day—and though I can't say that last 
word, I will do the next best thing I can, and 
that is to sit down.

Continued on Page 11

Continued from Page 9

Staggard is set to once again 
perform at the Pavilion–
Monday, July 4th at 7:00 pm

http://www.rollinontheriverkeokuk.com
mailto:rollinontheriver11@gmail.com
http://www.mainstreetkeokuk.com
mailto:downtownkeokuk@iowatelecom.net
http://www.roots.traces.org/at-home-in-the-heartland


There are so many ways that our Fourth of 
July celebration can encourage us to become 
closer as a community!  It is events like this that 
allow us the opportunity to see people that we 
typically do not have time to visit with.  Our 
lives simply get too busy.  Families, neighbors 
and nearby strangers all get the chance to talk 
about all the things that matter in our lives 
as well as life's more trivial annoyances.  In 
doing this, we are more likely to care about our 
community and work to make it better.  Last 
year’s Fourth at Rand Park attracted over 8,000 
people; we are hoping that this year just as 
many—if not more—will join in.
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Continued from Page 10

Tyler Mills was just one of thousands who enjoyed 
themselves at last year's Rand Park 4th of July festivities.  
Don't miss out on the fun, food, friends and fireworks!

http://www.cramerrealestate.com


Nothing evokes the essence of summer quite like sitting on 
the bleachers of a baseball diamond, hearing the crack of 

the bat, the crunch of  Cracker Jack and the cry of the hot dog 
vendor.  Inning after inning, through pop flies and ground balls, 

bases are run, strikes are called and runs are earned as runners 
safely return to home plate.  Is there any wonder that this is the 

Great American Pastime?
This summer, Main Street Keokuk, Inc., will pay tribute to Keokuk’s own 

rich tradition with baseball during their annual Summer Fun and Fundraiser, hosted on 
Saturday, June 25th on 5th Street at the intersection with Main Street from 6:30 until 10:00.  
For the evening, MSKI volunteers will transform this outdoor venue to a special version 
of “Joyce” Park, a nod to the original baseball stadium in Keokuk and to the MSKI 
program’s executive director, Joyce Glasscock.

For those who have become familiar with this annual event, they will once again have 
the opportunity to enjoy a wonderfully prepared meal, appetizers, a signature cocktail 
of either hard strawberry lemonade or the MSKI “Triple Play” as well as music, dancing, 
both a silent and voice auction, all under the lights and stars of a pleasant Iowa sky.  
Tickets are $30 per person, and tables for eight can be reserved by calling the Main Street 
Keokuk, Inc. office at 319-524-5056.

MSKI's Summer Fun and Fundraiser
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Main Street Keokuk, Iowa circa 1930

June 10, 1875
On June 10, 1875, Boston defeated Keokuk at baseball by a score of 6 to 4.  Spaulding pitched for 

Boston.  [This was the year before Albert G. Spaulding joined the Chicago White Stockings–now known 
as the Chicago Cubs–and established the sporting goods company that still bears his name.]

–Keokuk History 1820-1906
The Constitution-Democrat

   September 29, 1906
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Keokuk Garage Bands
 by Shane Etter

Growing up in Keokuk, I can remember many days when I’d go up and down Keokuk’s 
Main Street and hear the sounds of many different kinds of locally made music.  It was not 

uncommon then to see two to three bands playing on each block of Main Street.
Local bands, or garage bands, have been adding to Keokuk’s musical scene going back at 

least as far as the late 1950’s.  Today, garage band musicians continue to be an important source 
of innovation and vitality for our local musical scene—and for so many of us they are also the 
musical accompaniment for some of our best memories.  Furthermore, a number of the musicians 
from years past are getting back to playing their music, whether it’s in church or just as a hobby, 
or even playing in a band once again.

There’s a lot of variation in the musical background of Keokuk’s garage band musicians.  
Many of them began playing—and even performing—at quite an early age.  They were already 
accomplished performers by the time they were in high school, where they received valuable 
formal training by being in their high school band.  Many were self-taught, or learned their 
instrument from an older family member, though a good number also took private lessons.  

What’s most noticeably missing today are all the great venues for local bands, all those 
performance spaces that are now only memories.  Can you remember, as I remember, as so many 
of my friends remember, all the places you could go and listen to music and dance to the music 
that was being made right there, on the spot, by people that we knew?  I can remember all those 
teen dances at Keokuk’s youth centers like the YMCA or the YWCA, and then there were the 
dances (or just performances) at the VFW Hall, the KC Hall, the Elks Lodge, the Eagles Lodge, 
Jerry’s Roller Rink over in Kahoka, Missouri, or the Lakeview Club in Hamilton, Illinois, and 
then back to Keokuk for 
the Holiday Inn.  Put 
another thirty miles on the 
odometer, and the number 
of venues easily doubled.

Back then, young 
people may have felt a 
greater need to make their 
own music.  It was a world 
without earbuds and all 
the technology that enables 
young people today to put 
together just the music 
they want to hear, all of it 
made someplace far away 
and then, all too often, 
artificially “perfected.”  
Today, young people aren’t 
as likely to get involved in 
making their own music as 
were all the members of all 
those garage bands from the 
past.  I think they’d like to be, but maybe it’s gotten harder for them to find each other—and then 
to find a place to practice and perform.  Once, not so long ago, if you owned a musical instrument 
of any kind, you were most likely playing in a band.

Many of the local garage bands had devoted fans, music lovers who wanted to be there 
for every performance, every weekend.  One of these house bands, a particular favorite of my 
parents, performed regularly at a bar called Charlie's, up in Montrose, Iowa. The name of this 
band was Larry, Larry & Larry.  My parents aren’t alone in remembering Larry, Larry & Larry 
with great affection.  I’ve had countless interviews with the members of local garage 
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Larry, Larry, & Larry...  Comprised of Larry Loring, Larry 
Lestina, and Larry Payne, could be counted on to get the 
crowd up on its feet and moving to the beat.

  Continued on Page 14



bands and their many, many fans.  Again and again the name 
Larry, Larry & Larry is remembered with a smile and a sigh.

Not so long ago, the Cellar and the Palace were two nightclubs 
here in Keokuk where you could go to catch a performance of 
any number of local bands.  Keokuk’s Holiday Inn also had its 
own circuit of musicians that would perform regularly, as well as 
local garage bands.

This tri-state area has produced an amazing number of 
talented musicians.  I’ve researched over a hundred local garage 
bands and met band members from all over the region.  We 
still have many of these musicians living in Keokuk as well as 
in Montrose, Fort Madison, Donnellson, Warsaw, Hamilton, 
Carthage, Quincy, Macomb, Kahoka, Canton and Hannibal, as 
well as scattered in more remote locations between these towns.

Many of our local bands have received recognition and 
achieved some measure of success beyond the tri-state region.  
Some did so in an out-and-out 
competitive setting.  From Keokuk, 
both Gonn and The Gallows have 
competed successfully in battles of 
the bands.   Macomb's Brillo and the 
Firebirds won the International Battle 
of the Bands held on Navy Pier in 
Chicago back in 1967.

A number of our local garage 
bands have produced vinyl records 
or albums, or CD's, or cut a master 
demo.  The Gallows produced two 
vinyl records, as did Red Moore and 
His Rhythm Drifters.  Stryder, ILMO 
Smokehouse, and Brillo and the 
Firebirds each produced at least one 
vinyl record.

Red Meat, a California-based house 
band, has produced five CD's to date, 
starting in 1993.  Dave Kelly and Scott 
Young, two former Keokuk musicians, 
are original members of this band 
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The Gallows (Al Moander, Phil Ricker, Bruce Kettlitz, and Dennis 
Chamberlain), top photo, and Fifth Avenue Funk (Randy Flambeau, Daryl 

Walker, Rick McCartney, 
Tom TInder, Mike Synder, 
Doug Clark, and Scott 
Young), directly above, 
were just a few of Keokuk's 
entertainment options back 
in the 60s and 70s.  

  Continued on Page 15
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that are still playing with it today.  William Elliott Whitmore, who 
is from Montrose, Iowa, also has a number of CD’s and albums 
out, and continues to keep busy touring.  Gonn, a Keokuk garage 
band, released their signature song, “Blackout of Gretley,” back in 
1966.  This was followed by their 1967 recording of “Come with 
Me (to the Stars),” with “You’re Looking Fine” on the flip side.  The 
band also recorded numerous other tracks that have been collected 
on three retrospective albums.  After Craig Moore, the leader of 
Gonn, released a solo album in 1989, the band reunited in 1990 
and released a 30th year reunion album in 1996.  They have also 
mounted European tours in 1997, 2001 and 2009.  More recently, 
the band recorded and released an all new, all original album titled 
“Gonn ’45, Fully Loaded” in 2012.  In 2014 and again in 2015 for its 
50th anniversary, Gonn played back in Keokuk at Rand Park.

Craig Moore's most recent project has been his second solo 
album, titled “Craig Moore and Friends, Agonnagain,” which 
came out last January.  It contains some tracks off his first solo 
album as well as some additional material from the early days of 
ILMO Smokehouse.

Local bands are now well represented in Iowa's Rock 'n' Roll 
Hall of Fame.  Gonn was inducted in it in 2004, followed by Red 
Moore and His Rhythm Drifters in 2006, and Dennis Albee of 
Brillo and the Firebirds in 2010.

Throughout my research I have tried to keep an updated list 
of every local band, along with the names of the members.  My 
list is still not comprehensive.  What follows, then, is a list of 
every local band I've learned about, recorded in no particular 
order:  Pagans, The Gallows, Brillo and the Firebirds, Gonn, Blue 
Knights, Karass, 1-800, Fauxpas, Bottoms up, Aliens, Stryder, 
Red Meat, Maroons, TNT, Six Spoke Red, 13 Stitches, Silver 
Streak, Rivendell, Fatty Lumpkin, Outcasts, Cellar Rats, Oak 

Street Band, Blazers, Brickroad, Rock Steady, The Mighty Blooze 
Hounds, Mid-Sky Ear & Eye, Staggard, Numbers, Torees, Street 
Talk,  5th Avenue Funk, Opaques, Colt, The Nutz, Larry Larry 
& Larry, Spot Welder & The Oxygen Men, Cry Wolff, Dave & 

The Galazies, World Incorporated, Mother Hookers Blues Band, Ozone Ramblers, 
Soul Unlimited, Soul Quad, The Playmakers, The Discords, Bonaparte Citric Store, 
ILMO Smokehouse, Big Huge, Jam, Dusty Calhoun Band, Flight, Good Ol' Boys, 
Southern Comfort, Bare Footen, Full House, Palace (the house band), Slink Rand 
Band, Freddie Tieken American Music Band, Falling Rock, Teaser, Ready Steady 
Go, Quantrail, Skeeter Tate, The Otherside, Rippir, Aladan, Ambulance, Thunder 
Box, Straight Shooter, Malachi, The Tomboys, Long Poke, Solid Rock, Felix, The 
Unnamed, Getting Fat, The Bliss Ninnies, The Beckeroons, The Rockets, Bluezillion, 
Wild Card, Mel Thacker, Blue Eyed Soul, Out on Bail, The Smokin' Garden Weezels, 
Bluzillion, Simon Garth, Blue De Gra, The Unxpected, Packard Brothers, The Zyg 
Zag, The Jeff Page Band, Rip Cage, Keokuk, Soul Kings, Assassin, Ace In The Hole, 
Stump Town, Big Huge, Dead Giveaway, Rubberband, Smokin' Mojo Kings, Slink 
Rand & The Boogieman, Nantucket, Full Throttle, Jamorizan, The Bullis-Rutter Big 
Band, Dennis Tieken U.R.S.A., Eleven, Falling Rock, Fate Revealed, Freddie Tieken 
& The Rockers, Rio Smokehouse, Lixx, Milestone, Slink Rand Group, Smokehouse, 
Tin Star, Wet Cigarette, William Whitmore, Young Gunz, Quick Silver, Deuce Coupe, 
Country Time Band, Freeze Band, Mamaz Boys, Radio Flyer, Renegade, Mississippi 
River Band, Persuasion, Grinder, Richard Tucker & His Orchestra, Gallows End, 
Jared Harness & The Martini Time Cowboys, Country Roads, Second Time Around 
and Buster Cherry.  I'm continuing to update my list, so please contact me if you 
know of any other local bands.  

Gonn has managed to withstand the test of time 
and occasionally makes it back to where it all 
began—much to the delight of their faithful fans.

Continued from Page 14
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The Miller House Museum is located at 318 North Fifth Street in Keokuk.  The home 
was built by Samuel Freeman Miller in 1859 at a cost of $13,000.  This would be 

roughly equivalent to spending $350,000 on a house today.  It has what is called a Federal 
style of architecture, and was to be the home where he and his wife, Eliza, were to live.  
They had just gotten married.  It was a second marriage for both of them, and a new 

house was what they wanted for 
their blended family.

Miller's first wife, Lucy, had 
died in 1854, the same year that 
Eliza's husband, Lewis Reeves, 
had died.  Furthermore, Samuel 
Miller and Lewis Reeves had been 
law partners until Reeves' death. 

Miller was appointed to the 
U S Supreme Court by President 
Abraham Lincoln in 1862, and 
served until his death in 1890.  
Consequently, he and Eliza 
were only able to live in their 
new home for two years before 
relocating to Washington, D.C.  
However, Miller continued to 
think of Keokuk as his home 
and was buried in Keokuk's 
Oakland Cemetery.

Samuel Miller was a most 
influential Supreme Court 
justice.  In the 28 years he served 
on the Court, he wrote a total 
of 616 opinions, more than any 
other member of the Court ever 
has, and was widely considered 
its intellectual center.  He was the 
first justice to be born west of the 

Appalachian Mountains and the first to be appointed from west of the Mississippi River.
His house in Keokuk was next owned by Mrs. Emma C. Pond, a widow, who was 

followed by Captain Benjamin P. Tabor, who captained Mississippi riverboats and had 
a lumber company.  The house's fourth owner was Dr. W. Frank Brown, a physician and 
surgeon.  The Lee County Historical Society purchased the building in 1965 for $4,000 
from Josephine Brown, the widow of Dr. Brown, who had kept his office in the home.  
The Browns also had apartments in the building, so that several engineers who worked 
on building the dam at Keokuk also lived in the Miller House.

After extensive renovations, the Miller House is now a museum with hundreds of 
historically significant items on display, with many more kept safe in storage.  Here are 
some of the favorites with its many visitors:

•  A portrait of Samuel Freeman Miller.
•  An 1850s lithograph of Keokuk and the river showing the impediments to 
 steamboat traffic that existed before the dam was built.
•  A rifle that was a gift given to Chief Keokuk.

Keokuk's Miller House Museum
 Home of the Lee County Iowa Historical Society
 by Tonya Boltz

16Continued on Page 17

What once served as Samuel and Eliza Miller's parlor has been carefully 
restored and is now the site of monthly presentations offered free of charge to 
the public.



•  A table from the John Irwin home.  (Irwin, a partner in the Irwin
  Phillips Company, was also the Mayor of Keokuk, the Governor
 of the Idaho Territory, the Governor of the Arizona Territory 
 and the U.S. Minister to Portugal.  He is one of the four men who
 put Keokuk's baseball team, the Westerns, into the National    

 League back in the 1870s.)
•  The flag that was presented to Colonel William Torrence of the First
  Iowa Cavalry and Iowa's Thirtieth Infantry when he and his 
 regiment were leaving Keokuk to fight in the Civil War.
•  Various portraits of Keokukians: including George Jenkins, the 
 founder of the Keokuk Medical College, General Samuel R. 
 Curtis, General William W. Belknap and Colonel Torrence who, 
 before the Civil War, had been a schoolmaster.
•  Wooden tablets written in Hebrew that were once in the Jewish Synagogue
  that stood at Eighth and Blondeau Streets.
•  A collection of Keokuk police and fire department memorabilia.
•  An oil portrait of Chief Keokuk.
•  A rocking horse that is over 100 years old.  It has the original rockers and
 rawhide covering.
•  A pie safe that is original to the home.
•  A pair of Big Dam Overalls made at Irwin Phillips.
The Miller House's many beautiful fireplaces and its light fixtures that could 

be used with gas or with electricity are also quite popular. 
The Miller House is open Saturdays and Sundays from 1:00 to 4:00 p.m. 

every weekend from Memorial Day until Labor Day—or by appointment.  The 
house is operated by volunteers.

The current officers and board members of the Lee County Historical Society 
are as follows:

President Sue Olson
Vice President Julie O’Connor
Secretary Lynn Thompson
Treasurer Angela Gates
At Large  Bob Wustrow 
   Jolene Kempker 
   Ernie Hausch 
   Ed Kiedaisch 
   Jim Wells
   Marilyn Miller
   Joe Fierce
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Unique artifacts of all sorts 
can be found throughout the 
museum.

Continued on Page 18
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Meetings are held in the Keokuk Public Library's Round Room on the 
second Mondays of each month, starting at 4:30 p.m.  The Lee County 
Historical Society welcomes all visitors to the Miller House and is happy to 
arrange for school tours.  For further information, please see our Facebook 
site:  Lee County Iowa Historical Society.

Here is the schedule of forthcoming programs and events at the Miller 
House:

Sundays:
May 22     Chuck Pietscher will speak on the USN Civil War 
           Lt. Commander of the Mississippi River Brigade.
June 21     Duane Taylor will speak on Lincoln, the man.
July 17     Tonya Boltz will give a talk on Keokuk postcards.
August 14     Angela Gates will provide a history of the Keokuk   

          Public Library.
Saturdays:
September 24   Irene Tukuafu will speak and perform on the harp and  

          the dulcimer.

The annual meeting and dinner for the Lee County Historical Society 
will be held on Thursday, October 20th.  It will feature a “Decades of 
Styles” fashion show.  All of these events and programs are free of charge.  
There is a charge for the dinner, but not the show.  Donations to the Miller 
House Museum are always welcomed and acknowledged.
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The upstairs rooms are furnished much 
as they might have been when the home 
was new.  Closets are filled with period 
clothing and many of the garments will 
be featured at this fall's fashion show. 
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The Hotel Iowa is the best example of 
Chicago commercial style architecture 

in Keokuk.  Construction on it began in 
November of 1912 and ended just under a 
year later.  This seven-story building features 
the zoned regimentation of ground story, 
intermediate floors and attic on roof that is 
the hallmark of that style, as well as deep 
projecting bracketed eaves, vertical bands of 
windows and terracotta trim.

The Mississippi River Power Company 
gathered together the necessary parcels of 
land required to build what was to be a 
combination of hotel and corporate office 
block.  Architect Guy C. Mariner of St. Louis 
designed the building.  It has been said 
that the building was constructed by the 
workers from the newly constructed dam 
and powerhouse.  In fact, the large number 
of contractors and sub-contractors identified 
with the building of the hotel make that 
claim doubtful.

The construction of a new hotel in Keokuk 
was the subject of much discussion and 
planning in 1912.  A spirit of local pride took 
hold during and following the construction 
of the new dam, powerhouse and locks.  A 
new Elks Hall reflected that spirit.  Eastern 
financier L.C. Frey secured an option to 
purchase from the Masons the site where the 
new hotel would stand.  The Masonic Temple 
had recently been destroyed by fire.  Frey failed to solidify his plans in the allotted time, but the 
Mississippi River Power Company was ready to secure their own option for that same purpose.  
This consisted of two properties having a frontage on Main Street of 82 feet and a Fourth Street 
frontage of 140 feet.  The initial plan was for a six story first-class hotel with 150 rooms and an 
estimated cost of $225,000.

The Hotel Iowa
     by Dianne Stanley

This postcard was mailed shortly after the 
Hotel Iowa opened in 1913.

Photo by Barb Tuttle

Photo by Jason Parrott, Tri-States Public Radio

Photo by Jason Parrott, Tri-States Public Radio

Continued on Page 20
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Local capital was central to the construction of the hotel.  The involvement of the 
power company “…was taken as assurance that the city will, at last, be possessed of 
one of the finest hotel buildings in the state.”  The company was pinning its faith on the 
coming prosperity and growth of the city.  It was believed that the presence of a proper 
hotel would bring an influx of investment capital to Keokuk. 

By August 1912, the Power Company’s contribution was fixed at $50,000 cash, while 
a local booster club would raise $75,000 through the issue of preferred stock.  The 
Power Company offered construction expertise.  As was noted at the time, “The same 
practical ideas which made the speed of the water power construction the wonder of 
the engineering and contracting world are being used in the new hotel building.  Get 
everything ready first and then push the work forward like an express train.”

The parties involved got together in mid-September 1912.  This team included the 
architect, Guy Mariner; the dam's chief engineer, Hugh Cooper; Frank J. Marchette, a 
Milwaukee hotel man who was to be the first manager; as well as local promoters and 
contractors.  By late October the plans were being examined and within two weeks 
the “Hotel Iowa Company” was incorporated with Hugh L. Cooper president and J.P. 
Allen vice-president.  Fred Gazely of Chicago signed on as the first general manager, 
aided by resident manager W.V. Holmes.

The general contractor, Guaranty Construction Company, was aided by the firm of 
Stone and Webster.  The plans called for a six story building with the primary entrance 
on Main Street and a ladies entrance on Fourth Street.  Keokuk's Daily Gate City 
described it as “…a fine building of beautiful lines and finish.  It will be of the most 
modern construction throughout, and a strictly first class hotel in the metropolitan 
sense.”  A comprehensive description of the plans appeared in the Daily Gate City on 
November 12, 1912.

H.P. Wells, the president of Guaranty Construction, arrived in Keokuk on November 
19, 1912, and arranged contracts for site clearance and foundation and footings work to 
begin the next morning.  He promised to use local sub-contractors and labor as much 
as possible—and then he was gone.  Before leaving, he announced, “We’re going after 
the Chicago record for time in putting up a building…  I know that’s going some, but 

you Keokuk people have grown 
accustomed to swift work by this 
time, as much of it as you have seen 
on the river here.”  Plans called 
for completing the structural shell 
by January 1913, which would 
allow continual work through the 
remainder of the winter.

No information is available 
concerning the race for the hotel 
building record.  The grand opening 
was November 15, 1913, just a year 
after work had begun.  The building, 
which was the tallest in Keokuk, was 
made even more noticeable by the 
thousand light electric sign which 
stood on the Main Street façade.  
Eighty-five employees worked at the 
hotel.  The final cost was $300,000, 
just as projected.

The Hotel Iowa Company 
retained ownership of the building 
through 1926.  The next long-term 
owners were Mr. and Mrs. Ward B. 
Brown, who purchased it the next 
year.  The Browns operated the hotel 
for the next twenty-five 

Continued from Page 19

A photo dated May 25, 1913 shows the Hotel Iowa construction 
progressing.  It was less than six months later that the grand opening 
was held. Continued on Page 21
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The Hotel Iowa as it appears today, still 
serving as an anchor to downtown Keokuk.

years, leasing the operation to the Mitchell-Foster Hotel Company in 1953. In 1941 Ward 
Brown advertised the Hotel Iowa as offering 160 rooms, a dining room and a tap room.

Little is known about the original storefront occupants in the hotel.  In 1919 the 
storefronts along Main housed a pharmacy, a barber, a millinery shop and a beauty parlor.  
A drug store remained on the corner in 1931.  A new elevator was installed in 1962.  

In the 1960s, the Hotel Iowa underwent two significant changes in ownership, 
resulting in two new names for the building.  First, Chuck Eppers acquired the building 
calling it the Eppers Hotel. The Pierce brothers later purchased it, converting much of 
the space into apartments, and it became known as the Pierce Building.  Major interior 
remodeling work was carried out during this time based on plans prepared by the 
Krebill Engineering Company of Keokuk.

Kevin Kuckleman purchased the hotel from Parsons College which had received 
it as a bequest.  From 2003-2006, with the help of grants and tax credits, it was fully 
remodeled into 53 mostly senior apartments with kitchens.  Rooms that were originally 
designated as sales showrooms on each floor were converted to a library, card and 
game room, and fitness room.  There are now laundry rooms available on three floors 
as well.  The former ladies lounge is now a common room for socializing.  Throughout 
there is an attempt to make the former hotel homelike and comfortable.  Many of the 
apartments have a spectacular view of the riverfront.

Hailed as a fireproof hotel, the Hotel Iowa was 
constructed of fifty-seven full height reinforced 
concrete columns supporting the whole, including 
concrete floors and brick and tile curtain walls.  
Original descriptions of the interior reveal the 
presence of elaborate decoration and appointments.  
Telephones and running water were to be had in 
every hotel room.

Over the years the ground floor has housed many 
different entities.  Among these were the Chamber of 
Commerce and a Western Union telegraph office. The 
basement tap room once housed a billiard room for 
public use.  The kitchens, laundry room and furnace/
boiler room room are also located in the basement.

Continued from Page 20
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Orders by phone or email are welcome
Contact the Main Street Keokuk, Inc. office 

319-524-5055 or downtownkeokuk@iowatelecom.net

  

Keokuk Heritage 
Wooden Puzzles...
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Water Power Series #2, # 3 and #4, and the Chief Keokuk & Son Puzzle 

          Commissioned 
               by the Keokuk 
          Cultural and 
            Entertainment 
        District

Special
Edition 
Puzzles

$125

Passed Times and 
   Pastimes Editions

                      $75

Keokuk Street Fair, 
  Keokuk Main Street,
    and Keokuk Union Depot
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He is an actor who helped establish Hollywood's movie 
industry and who did much to shape the way we all 

see and understand motion pictures.  He has three stars on 
Hollywood's “Walk of Fame,” one for motion pictures, one 
for his work in radio, and one for his work in television.  He 
received an Honorary Academy Award for his work with 
the Motion Picture Relief Fund.  He was one of the principal 
actors involved in establishing the Screen Actors Guild and the 
Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. 

And, he was born right here in Keokuk, Iowa, on March 
16, 1897.

His Name was Conrad Nagel.  Clearly, he deserves to be 
much better remembered than he is.

Nagel's family moved from Keokuk to Des Moines 
when he was three years old.  His father had accepted the 
position of dean of the music conservatory at Highland 
Park College, a college and then university that went out of 
business in 1929.  Nagel graduated from Highland Park in 
the late teens and went to Southern California, where, with 
its favorable climate, the motion picture industry was just 
getting started.  He found stardom rather quickly, and with 
his blond hair and blue eyes, standing six feet tall, he was 
at first cast in parts that were then generically referred to as 
“the unspoiled lover.”   

These were silent films that he was cast in, little watched 
anymore, except by film historians.  However, one of the 
qualities that gave Nagel's career its longevity was his 
adaptability.  When talkies came along in the mid- to late 
twenties, Nagel made the transition with ease, so much so that 
a phrase often repeated in studio front offices was, “Get Nagel.  
He can talk.”

Of course, the transition to talkies required much more than a pleasing voice.  Silent 
film could only use a very few words printed at the bottom of the screen to convey 
what an actor was saying.  This encourages a florid style of acting with big gestures and 
overwrought facial expressions which were themselves common features of nineteenth 
century live theater.  If you look at a Nagel performance in an early talkie, you can see 
that he also realized the value of more subtle gestures and facial expressions that merely 
hint at a mood.

Of course, by the mid-twenties, Nagel had also realized that his career as an 
“unspoiled lover” was pretty much over.  Roles of this type didn't really play to 
his strengths anyway.  His face and bearing were better suited to roles requiring 
sophistication, perhaps even with a hint of world weariness.  Nagel also made the 
transition from leading man to character actor, but typically to a character with some 
discernible depth, as the Roaring Twenties gave way to the Great Depression. 

Conrad Nagel, along with thirty-five other major stars, including Douglas Fairbanks, 
Mary Pickford and Harold Lloyd, founded the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and 
Sciences on May 11, 1927.  He was the Academy's president in 1932 and 1933, and he 
hosted the Academy Awards ceremonies in 1930 and 1932.  In 1953 the Academy Awards 
ceremony was, for the first time, televised, with presentations being made in both Los 
Angeles and New York.  Bob Hope hosted the Los Angeles presentations, while Conrad 
Nagel was the host in New York.

A Keokuk Native and Major Movie Star
 by Tom Gardner

     

Tall, blonde and handsome, Conrad Nagel began 
his illustrious life in Keokuk and at an early age 
made his way to Hollywood.

Continued on Page 24
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Nagel's career also survived the challenges that resulted from his role in establishing 
the Screen Actors Guild in 1933.  After all, SAG was a labor union with a mission 

statement asserting that it would seek to “… negotiate and enforce 
collective bargaining agreements that establish equitable levels of 
compensation, benefits, and working conditions for its performers; 
collect compensation for exploitation of recorded performances by 
its members, and provide protection against unauthorized use of 
those performances; and preserve and expand work opportunities 
for its members.”  None of this was very pleasing to Louis B. Mayer, 
not someone you wanted unhappy with you if you hoped to have an 
acting career in Hollywood.  However, Nagel continued to work in 
motion pictures, though with fewer choice roles, as well as in radio, 
on Broadway, and in television until late in his life. 

Nagel was married and divorced three times.  With his first wife, 
the actress Ruth Helms, he had a daughter, Ruth Margaret, in 1920.  
She (the daughter) married Thomas Victor Jones, who became the 
chairman and chief executive officer of the Northrop Corporation.  
His second wife was the actress Lynn Merrick.  With his third wife, 
Michael Coulson Smith, he had a son, Michael, born in the 1950s.  He 
was also engaged four times to Kay Linaker, who co-wrote The Blob.

Conrad Nagel's first film was the 1918 version of Louisa 
May Alcott's Little Women.  In 1927 he starred in what is today 
considered to be the most famous lost film ever.  It was a horror 
movie titled London After Midnight, and Nagel, along with Lon 
Chaney, Sr., Marceline Day, Henry B. Walthall and Polly Moran, 
starred in it.  Nagel's last movie was The Man Who Understood 
Women (1959).  He appeared in over 115 films altogether.

Nagel died in 1970 in New York City at the age of 72.  His 
cremated remains were interred at the Lutheran cemetery in 
Warsaw, Illinois.

Continued from Page 23

One of Nagel's many roles included that 
of dashing Austrian officer, Capt. Karl 
von Rader—the unwitting target of the 
mysterious lady.

http://www.eventbrite.com
http://www.keokuk.lib.ia.us
http://www.riverhillsvillage.com
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The Dark
 by  Madeline Berner–KHS class of 2016

something about the dark
unravels us all

its heavy cloak may suffocate its victim
stimulate senses, invade minds
send chills racing down spines

whisper words of doubt into wary ears

something about the dark
reveals us all

its embrace can make one brave
grant the key to unlock the cage

where concealed hearts are kept safe
left untouched

afraid of possible pain

only in the dark
lie exposed hearts

willing to trust
open for love

with a chance to grow
allowing them to be known

only in the dark
can we be

terrified yet brave
vulnerable yet strong

bare yet hidden

only in the dark
can we freely feel
unveil our hopes
realize the truth
admit our faults

only in the dark 
can we truly see



The Seven Shades of Jane Vermillion
 by Joley Seitz – KHS class of 2016

Jane Vermillion was a strange girl
Her hair was always in a frizz of orange

The bountiful scarves she wore around her neck flew in the breeze
She would run down the street in a colorful haze

While people stared at Jane 
she just danced about like no one was watching

Her life was carefree 
But there was more than one Jane Vermillion

in fact there were six more.
Now I don’t mean six other people named Jane Vermillion

It was like there were six other shades of her.
One of the shades was her carefree lifestyle,

but she had so many other shades…
Some days when the sky was gloomy and grey,

Jane was gloomy and grey
She would throw tantrums and thrash about;

she even wore dull colors to match the heavens above.
Some days when the air was crisp and snow would fall like frigid icicles from the sky,

Jane was crisp and frigid like silent white snow
She wouldn’t speak to anyone but she seemed to be at peace;

on these days she wore crisp clean white clothes. 
On days of empyrean skies, she wore a coat of blue 

was bored and life was a blue daze.
In her eyes there wasn’t anything very special about a plain blue sky;

she wouldn’t stay on task and doodled in her notebooks.
Every so often there was a day where the sky was a dim green

On those days Jane stayed home sick.
She felt that since the sky looked queasy and rotten, she was queasy and rotten.

She stayed home and read her favorite books.
Her mother made her soup and tucked her tightly in bed.

She even slept with her green comforter swaddling her body
Some days Jane awoke early with a rush of excitement;

she would look outside her window and see 
that the sky wore a warm, cheery yellow blanket of color.

On these days she was at her happiest.
She smiled at everybody on her walk to school
and even helped her teachers with activities.

She wore bright cheery clothes to look like the sun itself.
Everybody loved Jane on the yellow days.

She acted like everyone else;
with no outbursts and wild scarves hanging loose,

but the yellow days weren’t Jane’s favorite…
Every night when the sky opened up in a midnight haze,

Jane would look up to the skies and look to the glistening stars.
These were the times where Jane could dream.

She’d dream about what it would be like if she were
Normal.

She didn’t ask for this life of seven different shades;
she wanted to live without judgment

Night was the only time where Jane didn’t feel punished for being herself.
The stars and moon brought a hidden joy to Jane’s soul;

they made her feel real.
Sadly Jane knew that her cycle of shades would start over the next day, but she couldn’t resist 

believing in this moment of pure midnight
and feeling calm and being just Jane. 26
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Hopeful
 by Jonah Diaz–KHS class of 2017

 The following piece won 2nd Place at the 2015 Iowa State Reading Association
 Creative Writing/Poetry Contest in the 10th Grade Short Story category.

Waking up is always the biggest challenge of my day. Not having anything to get 
up for can do that to you. It's not that I don't have anything to do, it's that I hate 

doing it all: Terrible job, no one in my rundown apartment or in my life altogether. 
Nothing really going for me these days, but I am hopeful. 

Then again, I have been for the last seven years of this junk. Getting pushed around 
as a janitor, bullied out of more money than is reasonable for an apartment without a 
bathroom or an oven. Not even a car to get around with. No one else dares to live in 
this neighborhood I call home, so I can't even carpool. Nope, it's just me and my bike 
that takes twenty minutes to get across town on. I don't even have the money for a 
better one. It's the same rusty hunk of junk that I have been riding since I was nine. I 
get nothing from my co-workers to help. I have never liked them. I haven't had clean 
laundry in a few months. I don't know how many times that I have gone without food, 
but I am hopeful. 

I'm studying for a new opening at work that I won't get anyway because I've been 
stuck in the same eight to five rut for the past seven years with only one end in sight. 
And, no, I am not talking about this new job, or about some girl that I've got my eye on, 
or my family wanting to see their worthless son again. 

I've got a rope in the next room down. Is it wrong that I have been saving it for a 
special occasion? I have an anniversary coming of my joke of a job. I would have been 
doing the same thing for eight years and that is too long. So. I'm quitting, effective as 
soon as I clock out of my job for the last time. 

But I'm hopeful. Hopeful all the scumbags and morons get what they deserve and the 
company goes bankrupt and burns to the ground. 

I am hopeful that they all lose their money, families, jobs, homes, and realize what it's 
like to live like a nobody like me. How dare they 
talk down to me! So what if I'm not as rich as those 
low life pieces of.. .. sorry. I don't like swearing. Not 
once in almost eight years has someone thanked 
me, looked at me, talked to me. How dare they! 
I'm important! But I'm hopeful that something will 
happen in the afterlife to make up for this terrible 
life. I'm just not going to wait. I'm going to get the 
rope now and the one wooden chair that I own in 
this god-forsaken place. Goodbye, my terrible co-
workers, bosses, landlords, and everyone that hasn't 
given me a second glance. 

When, if someone finds this, know a few things: 
I am hopeful that you will meet me in the afterlife 
to burn with me. I don't like any of you. In fact, I 
hate you all and - my hopefully famous last words - 
Good Riddance! 

photo by Rex Muston
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The Listener
 by Tom Gardner
   For Dev, a gifted teacher who knows the value of being a good listener.

As with so many people, I first got an inkling of what my career would be when I was  
 in high school, an inkling that became an inevitability about midway through the four 

years I spent in college.  And yet the career I pursued seems to me now so extraordinary, so 
out of keeping with my essentially quiet and retiring nature that I find myself looking back 
on my life and thinking it must have surely been lived by someone else.

I took German in high school, all four years, having already become reasonably 
fluent in both Spanish and Polish.  My father had moved from Poland to the American 
Midwest in the year after World War II ended, settling in a small town on the 
Mississippi River in the southeastern corner of Iowa.  There he met my mother, who 
lived in the next town upriver where she had just gone to work in a factory that made 
fountain pens.  Her grandparents had moved to Iowa from Mexico; both her father and 
grandfather worked for the Santa Fe Railroad.  I was the sixth of their seven children, a 
big Catholic family where Polish, Spanish and English were spoken, sometimes two or 
three languages at once, often with great vigor and passion.

My family, then, was responsible for the two talents I developed in the pursuit of my 
most peculiar career.  By high school I had become aware of the first of these talents, 
a facility with language.  Since I already spoke three languages, more or less, the less 
being my parents' refusal to cuss in the presence of their children, I figured learning a 
fourth language would be both easy and rewarding.  It would put me one up on my 
siblings—and I'd be able to practice with my father who could speak some German, 
too, but since the war had chosen not to.

This was back in the early 1970s, just 
after the German novelist Heinrich Böll 
had won the Nobel Prize for literature.  
My German teacher, an elderly German 
nun, was so pleased that a Catholic 
German pacifist had won the award that 
she insisted that we each read one of Böll's 
short stories.  My story was titled “The 
Laugher.”  It concerns a man whose acting 
career has stalled out on this one great 
gift he has:  an infectious laugh.  It doesn't 
matter what races or ethnicities or the 
economic status an audience has, when 
the laugher starts laughing, everyone joins 
in.  Furthermore, he knows just when to 
start laughing in order to get everyone 
one else to laugh the longest.  Needless 
to say, this means he is in great demand.  
His laughter can be heard on records, on 
television, in movie theaters and at plays.  
Every evening he he is out at one nightclub or another and, it also goes without saying, 
he makes a fine living just because of his laughter.

I was sixteen when I first read this story, sometimes checking the meaning of a word 
in my German-English dictionary, and it made a powerful impression on me.  I, too, 
wanted to be a professional laugher when I finished growing up.  It seemed such an 
easy, pleasant way to make a living and, as the unofficial but undisputed class clown of 
my high school class, I figured I was already halfway there.

Halfway, however, was all the farther I got.  My own laughter was not particularly 
infectious, and when I tried to force it, I was much more likely to get from others the 
sort of look that seemed to question if I might be on drugs or demented or dangerous.  
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Your article on the sewer system brought back sad & tragic memories.
I was in Rand Park playing with the Pagitt and Wardlow kids on July 7, 1969. 
It was the summer between first and second grade and a couple months before my 7th birthday.     
It seemed like a fun, harmless game of running and riding our bikes down the hill from Kiddieland into the drainage
ditch and then jumping out before we got down to the inlet.   
Everyone was laughing and yelling over the noise of the heavy rain and rush of water down the drainage ditch.  
However, it started raining so hard, I don’t know how you would call it anything less than a flash flood. 
I remember the water flowing out of the outlet so fast, it essentially filled the full diameter of the culvert up by Fairlane.  
I got scared and stopped playing right before the other four went into the inlet down by the tennis courts.    
I hung onto the retaining wall of the inlet and stuck my foot out for the last couple kids to try and grab but the 
water flow was too fast and I helplessly watched them disappear. 
A woman driving by stopped and jump out of her car screaming as I took off running.    
To this day, I don’t know who it was, whether she actually saw them drown—or just knew what happened.  
I ran home and heard sirens by the time I reached our house on Bel Air. 
My mom already seemed to know what had happened and ran out of the house frantic but I never admitted I was
actually there until many years later in Junior High when the suppressed memories came back in a flash of images.   
As a grown man with my own kids, I can’t allow myself to imagine the anguish both families experienced losing two of 
their young children on the same day.  
My heart goes out to them wherever they are…I hope that they have found some peace with their loss in this tragedy.

         Neal Vogel

A Letter to the Editor
 

We are always pleased to receive–and publish–letters to the editor that may be of 
interest to our readers.  Our policy will always be to confer with each letter's 

writer prior to publication.
The following is an email sent to us in response to the article that appeared in the 

last issue of the Confluence that dealt with the history of Keokuk's sewer system.



Keokuk Cultural & 
  Entertainment 
    District 

Dining in the District
• Casa Mexico - 300 Main St.
• The Cellar - 29 S. 2nd St.
• First Wok - 300 Main St.
• 4th St. Cafe - 22 S. 4th St.
• Harrington’s Restaurant -
 18 S. 5th St.
• Los Tapatios - 706 Main St.
• Lost Canvas Coffee Bar
 719 Main St.
• Luckys - 528 Blondeau
• Rascals - 820 Main St.
• Meyers Courtyard - 
 629 Blondeau St.

Cultural Assets in the District
  1 • Estes Park
  2 • Gateway Park 
  3 • Grand Theatre
  4 • Katie John House
  5 • Keokuk Art Center
  6 • Keokuk Public Library
  7 • Lee Co. Historical 
 Society Museum
  8 • The Lost Canvas Gallery
  9 • Plaza Cinemas
10 • Mississippi Water Power Museum
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  Dining outside the District
• Angelini’s - 1006 Main St.
• Beef, Bread & Brew -
 2601 Main St.
• China Buffet - 1501 Main St.
• Chintz’s - 1310 Main St.
• Dr. Getwell’s - 11th & Main
• Fort Worth Cafe - 
 526 S. 5th St.
• HyVee Kitchen - 3111 Main
• Lake Cooper Event Center- 
 3318 Middle Road
• Great Wall Star -
 1729 Main St.
• Hawkeye Restaurant -
 105 N. Park Drive
• Java River - 1000 Main St.
• Meyers Courtyard -
 629 Blondeau St.
• Ogo’s Restaurant -
 3753 Main St.

  Riverfront Legend 
A • Municipal Boat Ramp
B • Hubinger Landing
C • Southside Boat Club
D • Campground
E • Riverview Park
F • Keokuk Union Depot
G • Geo. M. Verity Riverboat Museum
H • Victory Park / Gen. Curtis statue
I  • Observation Deck (100 yr old bridge)
J • Lock and Dam 19
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May
   1-6   • Tri-State Modern Quilters' Guild Exhibition, Keokuk 
   Art Center, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        2  • Craft'ernoons, May 2, 9, 16 & 23, 3:30 - 5 pm, 
   Children's Area, Keokuk Public Library
  • Building Blocks of Genealogy, 6 - 7 pm, Round Room,
   Keokuk Public Library
        3  • Keokuk Parks–History and Pictures by Tonya Boltz, 
   6:30 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        4 • Wednesday After School Movie, 2:30 - 4 pm, Round 
   Room, Keokuk Public Library 
         • First Wednesday Jazz with the Bullis-Rutter 
   Big Band, 8 - 10 pm, Hawkeye Restaurant, 105 N. Park St.
        5  • Open Mic Night, 6:30 - 8 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        6  • Friday Needlework Group, May 6, 13, 20 & 27, 
   1 - 3 pm, Lower Level, Keokuk Public Library 
  • Oscar and Felix, Great River Players Production, 7:30 pm, The Grand Theatre
        7  • Oscar and Felix, Great River Players Production, 7:30 pm, The Grand Theatre
        8  • Oscar and Felix, Great River Players Production, 2 pm, The Grand Theatre
      12  • Free Movie Night featuring a new release selected by Movie Night viewers, 
   6 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library, free popcorn, 
   sponsored by the KPL Foundation
      15  • Keokuk Art Center's 61st Annual Exhibition Opens, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library
  • Unlimited Dance & Tumbling Recital, 2 pm, The Grand Theatre
      16  • Tribute to Neil Diamond Concert, Keokuk Concert 
   Association, 7:30 pm, The Grand Theatre
      17  • Photo Tour of Germany by Leroy Wolfmeyer, 
   6:30 - 7:45 pm, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library
        • KHS Band and Choir Concert, 7:30 pm, 
   The Grand Theatre
      18 • Wednesday After School Movie, 
   2:30 - 4 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library 
      20  • Classic Movie Night, 6 - 8 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      21  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
      22  • U.S. Navy Civil War Lieutenant Commander of Mississippi River Brigade by 
   Chuck Pietscher, Lee County Historical Society, 2 pm, Miller House, 318 N. 5th St.
 23-26  • River Hills Residents Art Exhibit, Keokuk Art Center, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library
      26  • Adult Coloring, 6:30 pm, Lower Level, Keokuk Public Library
      27  • Art, Antique & Treasure Market, Keokuk Art Center, 1 - 9 pm, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library.
       • 10th Annual Back Alley Bandfest and 1st Quilt Airing, KCED, 
   6 - 9  pm, Historical District .  See page 8 for details
      28  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
  • Alleycat Bike Rally, KCED, race begins at 9 am.  See page 7 for details
         • Art, Antique & Treasure Market, Keokuk Art Center, 9 am - 3 pm, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library. 
      • Restaurant Crawl
  • Raeann's Dance Recital, 1 pm & 6 pm, The Grand Theatre     Ca
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June
   1-31  • Canton Camera Club Exhibit, Keokuk Art Center, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        1  • Wednesday Pre-School Story Hour, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
  • Registration for the Summer Reading Program Begins, Keokuk Public Library 
           • Wednesday Afternoon Movie, June 1, 8, 15, 22 & 29, 2:30 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
          • First Wednesday Jazz with the Bullis-Rutter Big Band, 
   8 - 10 pm, Hawkeye Restaurant, 105 N. Park St.
        2  • Thursday Pre-School Story Hour, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
          • Open Mic Night, 6:30 - 8 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        3  • Friday Needlework Group, June 3, 10, 17 & 24, 
   1 - 3 pm, Lower Level, Keokuk Public Library
        4  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
          • KPL Lego Club, ages 5 - 15, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library. 
   Please call 524-1483 to register
  • Glenda's School of Dance Recital, 6 pm, The Grand Theatre
  • Outdoor Movie starring Po the Panda, 7:30 - 10 pm, Keokuk Library side yard
        5  • Avenue Beat Concert, Pavilion Commission, 2 pm, Rand Park Pavilion
        6  • ISU 2016 Insect Zoo's Bug Olympics, 10 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library. 
   Registration is required.  Please call 524-1483
           • Monday Game-On, June 6, 13, 20 & 27, 2:30 pm, Children's Area, Keokuk Public Library
        8  • Wednesday Pre-School Story Hour, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        9  • Magician Rick Eugene, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
           • Free Movie Night featuring a new release selected by Movie Night viewers, 6 pm, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Library, free popcorn, sponsored by the KPL Foundation
 10-12  • Top Hatter's Dance Recital, The Grand Theatre
       11  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
      12  • Lincoln the Man by Duane Taylor, Lee County Historical Society, 2 pm, Miller House, 318 N. 5th St.
      14   • Flag Day Ceremony, sponsored by the Elks, 6 pm, Rand Park Pavilion
      15  • Hy-Vee's Dietian–Joni McKay, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      16  • Thursday Pre-School Story Hour, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      18  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
  • Relay for Life, Rand Park
      22  • Blank Park Zoo–Animal Athletes, 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      23  • Thursday Pre-School Story Hour, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        • Outdoor Movie Night, Dusk, sponsored by Hy-Vee, Rand Park Pavilion
      24  • Shrek the Musical, Jr., Marilyn Hart Children's Theatre,  AND The Three Little Pigs
   performed by the Petite Players, sponsored by GRP, The Grand Theatre
      25  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
  • Shrek the Musical, Jr., Marilyn Hart Children's Theatre,  AND The Three Little Pigs
   performed by the Petite Players, sponsored by GRP, The Grand Theatre
        • A Night at the Ballpark, MSKI's Summer Fun 
   and Fundraiser, 6:30 - 10 pm, 5th and Main
      26  • Burlington Municipal Band, sponsored
   by the Keokuk Community Fine Arts 
   Council, 3 pm, Rand Park Pavilion 
   (The Grand Theatre if rain)
      29  • Lee County Conservation Department 
   presentation, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      30  • Bicycle Safety with Trooper Marlow, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library.
    Bring your bike. 32

View from Rand Park, by Don Hetzel



 28-30  • Crazy Days, Downtown Keokuk
      30  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
  • The Magic of Travis Nye, sponsored by Java River, The Grand Theatre

Save the Date
August 5 & 6 • Tri-State Modern Quilt Guild's Bi-Annual Quilt Show, First Christian Church in Keokuk
August 19 & 20 • 28th Annual Rollin' on the River Bluesfest,Victory Park 
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In order to add an event to this calendar, contact Carole Betts at bettsongrand@gmail.com 
To advertise in the Confluence, please contact Alka Khanolkar at alka_61@hotmail.com.
All ads should be approximately 3 x 5 inches in size and may be either vertical or horizontal. 
The cost is $40 per ad.

July  
     1-4  • Fourth of July Events including Jones Family Carnival, Rand Park
        1  • Friday Needlework Group, July 1, 8, 15, 22 & 29, 1 - 3 pm, Lower Level, Keokuk Public Library
           • Lick Creek Band, 7 pm, Rand Park Pavilion
        2  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
          • KPL Lego Club, ages 5 - 15, 10 - 11 am, Round Room,   
   Keokuk Public Library. 
   Please call 524-1483 to register
          • Slink & Wolf Band, featuring Keith Slink Rand and   
   Craig Wolfman Moore, 7 pm, Rand Park Pavilion  
        3  • Open Mic Night, 5 - 9 pm, Rand Park Pavilion
        4  • Keokuk 5K Color Run/Walk, fundraiser for the YMCA,  
   check in 7:30 am at the Y, race begins 8:30 am
          • Staggard Band, 7 pm, Rand Park Pavilion  
  • Fireworks Display, 9:30 pm, Rand Park 
        6  • Wednesday Pre-School Story Hour, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
           • Wednesday Afternoon Movie, July 6, 13, 20 & 27, 2:30 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
           • First Wednesday Jazz with the Bullis-Rutter Big Band, 8 - 10 pm, Hawkeye Restaurant, 105 N. Park St.
        7  • Open Mic Night, 6:30 - 8 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Library
     8-9  • Patsy Cline Story, America's 1st Great Dam fundraiser, 7:30 pm, The Grand Theatre
        9  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
  • Leaving Abbey, A Beatles inspired concert, sponsored by the Rand Park 
   Pavilion Commission, 7:30 pm, Rand Park Pavilion
      11   • Monday Game-On, June 6, 13, 20 & 27, 2:30 pm, Children's Area, Keokuk Public Library
      13  • Wednesday Pre-School Story Hour, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      14 • Thursday Pre-School Story Hour, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        • Free Movie Night featuring a new release selected by Movie Night viewers, 6 pm, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Library, free popcorn, sponsored by the KPL Foundation
      16  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
      17  • Keokuk Postcards by Tonya Boltz, Lee County Historical Society, 2 pm, Miller House, 318 N. 5th St.
      19  • Mad Science, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      20  • Wednesday Pre-School Story Hour, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      21  • Childrens Program by James Chiropractic, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
 22-24  • Seussical the Musical, Summer Youth Theatre, sponsored by GRP, The Grand Theatre
      23  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
      25  • Hanson Family Shows, 1 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      27  • Wednesday Pre-School Story Hour, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      28  • Thursday Pre-School Story Hour, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library

mailto:bettsongrand@gmail.com
mailto:alka_61@hotmail.com


By the time I graduated from high school, I'd become 
a serious young man who figured my gift for foreign 
languages might provide me with a modest living at some 
small Midwestern high school that could only afford one 
foreign language teacher but had a demand—well, okay, a 
desire—from some students to learn German while others 
wanted to learn Spanish.

So off to college I went, where I soon faced up to 
the challenge of languages that didn't even have an 
alphabet—or that used a very different one from what 
I was used to seeing.  I also discovered that there were 
places other than small Midwestern high schools where 
an ability to speak several languages might be considered 
valuable.   More and more businesses began to realize the 
value of employees who could speak the languages of the 
countries where they wished to do business.  They paid 
well, too, but soon after enrolling in a course in business 
administration, I realized that I hadn't much of a head for 
business.  I kept dozing off in class and counted myself 
lucky to escape with a C.

The Federal Government also needed speakers of 
foreign languages, an opportunity to perform ones 
patriotic duty while still leading a life that I hoped 
would be relatively pleasant, easy and possibly even a 
bit adventurous.  In my senior year I was recruited by an 
agency so secret that even now, well into my retirement, 
I think it best not to mention the initials by which it 
might be known to the cognoscenti.  When I graduated, 
I was sent off to this summer camp, a place that quickly 
disabused me of the notion that my life was about to 
become pleasant and easy—and that quickly disabused 
my masters of the notion that I could ever become a 
satisfactory secret agent.

For one thing, I was a terrible shot.  I was both 
nearsighted and twitchy, and, yes, somewhat clumsy as 
well.  I suspect they are still looking for a few of the pieces 
of a pistol I was supposed to get unjammed and then 
fire at a target while running over broken ground in the 
middle of the night.  But then they—and I—discovered 
my second talent, the one that saved my career as a secret 
agent:  I was a good listener.

It was a skill I had developed growing up in a large 
family that ate as many meals as possible in one place 
at one time with everyone talking, often in two or more 
languages.  I had the ability to stand in a room full of 
people, all talking in a dozen or more small groups, and 
hear one speaker's words, remembering them accurately 
with respect to both what was said and exactly how it was 
said.  This skill, along with my facility with languages, led 
to my being permanently assigned to Washington where  
almost every night I went to at least one party, often at a 
foreign embassy, where I listened, and then the next day 
reported on what I had heard.

I was in my early twenties, so at first my cover 
was as a waiter employed by a catering company that 
was in turn owned by a shell corporation that was 
ultimately owned by the government agency that 

Continued from Page 29
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employed me.  Fortunately, I was paid somewhat better 
than your average waiter because the waitstaff at an 
embassy function rarely receives anything resembling a 
tip.  Unfortunately, a waiter cannot always linger near 
an interesting conversation without appearing to be 
somewhat suspicious.  Within a year or two, my employer 
had not only recognized this shortcoming, but had 
resolved to do something about it.  I was sent off for some 
additional training and to allow time for my appearance 
to be modified somewhat.  After all, it would not do for 
anyone to recognize a guest at an embassy party as having 
once been employed as a waiter at that same embassy.  
Not that anyone pays much attention to the appearance 
of a waiter, especially when that waiter's appearance is as 
ordinary as mine.

I won't bore you with all the spy stuff I was taught 
during the next six months.  I was plenty bored myself 
and, quite frankly, not all that good at much of it.  But I 
was an exceptionally good listener, so much so, that for 
my last three months, at a variety of locations I really 
can't tell you about, I found myself teaching a course on 
listening to a number of my fellow agents.  They were all 
posted to exotic locations on four continents, while I was 
posted back to Washington for embassy party duty.  And 
that's how I got to meet Magda.  

She was extraordinary, not simply beautiful but a 
remarkable linguist, fluent in five languages in a way 
that I could never hope to be.  The six languages that 
I knew I knew as intellectual puzzles that I had more 
or less solved.  I could speak all of them, it's true, but 
without the right sort of carelessness that a native 
speaker might have—and there was a faint, lingering 
Midwestern accent that I seemed unable to get rid 
of, no matter how hard I tried.  If I were to assume, 
for instance, a Russian identity, that being one of my 
languages, my only chance of a successful cover story 
would be that I had studied at length at a university 
in the American Midwest, that I was, in other words, a 
Russian who had undoubtedly worked as a spy in the 
United States and was now back home.  Most Russians 
were even less likely to trust someone they believed to 
be a Russian spy than they would someone they believed 
to be an American spy.

Magda, on the other hand, was utterly authentic 
sounding in any of a half a dozen eastern European 
capitals, not just in Moscow, and she could speak with 
authority on any and all of the trivial inconveniences 
of life in those capitals, even demonstrating a rare gift 
for participating in the gossip that the people she spoke 
with were eager to share with her.  Her authenticity 
was no doubt due to the fact that she had come to 
the United States in the mid-fifties, shortly after the 
abortive revolution in her native Hungary that had 
brought about the death of both her parents.  All this 
she told me much later; for the first few months of our 
relationship, such as it was, she remained mysterious, 
aloof, beautiful and dangerous.
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As a field agent, she had only one shortcoming, and it 
was the reason Magda ended up partnered with me.  She 
was so beautiful, and had such remarkable presence, that 
all she needed to do was walk into a room and all eyes 
were upon her.  Contrary to what you may have learned 
from all those James Bond movies, your best field agents 
are so ordinary looking that you find yourself unable to 
describe them even after having been in the same room 
with them for an hour or more.  They dress and behave 
so that they blend in with their surroundings and are 
utterly devoid of any feature or quality that might 
bring them to mind at some later time.  In this respect, 
I had the requisite blandness to work a room without 
ever being noticed, while Magda was noticed by every 
woman with envy and by every man with lust.

Except me.  Me, she terrified, 
at least at first.  I just knew that 
a woman like her would have 
to look at a man like me with 
ill-disguised contempt and that 
she most likely considered our 
being required to work together 
as a sick joke on the part of our 
employers.  After the first few 
embassy parties we attended 
as a couple, I decided, first, that her contempt was 
much better disguised than I had thought her capable 
of, and then, second, that our employers might have 
been onto something, after all.  With Magda the center 
of so much attention, I was even better able to work 
the room, overhearing at greater length the kinds of 
conversations that our agency could use to determine 
the vulnerabilities of those who might have their reasons 
to bring harm to our country. 

Meanwhile, Magda was nothing less than admirable 
at extracting useful information from the unsuspecting.  
Even women shared with her tidbits of information that 
in isolation meant little, but when put together with 
what I had also learned, became the basis for a series of 
quite useful profiles.  The men, of course, were all eager 
to tell her all sorts of useless trivia as a display of their 
masculine prowess.  After all, she never asked them 
blunt, obvious questions regarding the location and 
effectiveness of, say, a missile defense system.  Instead, 
she would mention an obscure eastern European town 
as being a place where, long before she met me, she had 
spent a lost weekend with a lover who later proved less 
than satisfactory.  Well, it would turn out that the man 
with whom she was speaking had also visited that same 
obscure town several times, engaged in work he was 
not at liberty to discuss.  She would lightly place one 
hand on his forearm, look yearningly into his eyes, and 
remark, “To think, we might have so easily passed each 
other on the streets, perhaps even bumped into each 
other, and then...” her earnest look would break into 
the briefest of smiles, “the world might have turned out 
to be a very different place.”  Yes, the men were all like 
putty in her hands.
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Except me, of course.  I kept our relationship entirely 
professional, even as I played the role of a mid-level 
diplomat with a gorgeous wife whose needs might just 
possibly be greater than his ability to provide.  And then, 
at our third or fourth formal affair, me in an ill-fitting 
tuxedo and Magda in a dress that, had I paid for it, would 
have cost four months' salary, something happened that 
utterly and forever changed our relationship.  I told a 
joke.

It wasn't a great joke, but the sort that Henny 
Youngman might have told as the fifth of eight, all 
delivered in his rat-a-tat-tat fashion.  I stretched mine 
out, giving it a few personal touches, and delivered it in 
a fashion more reminiscent of Bob Newhart than Henny 
Youngman.  What I hoped to achieve was little more than 
polite laughter, followed by some greater measure of 

acceptance.
What I got was laughter 

that filled the room, the kind 
of laughter that established my 
reputation as a humorist on the 
order of Mark Twain or Will 
Rogers for at least the next year 
or two.  This laughter started 
with Magda, a full-throated, 
open, infectious laughter that 

caused everyone else in the room to join in. I stood there 
trying not to look stunned, but rather bemused, much as I 
would have expected Newhart or Twain to respond to the 
laughter following one of their well told, amusing stories.  
But I was stunned, awed by a gift that I would never have 
suspected Magda of having.  It was a gift I had dreamed 
of possessing myself back when I was sixteen, the class 
clown reading Heinrich Böll.  At that moment I was 
completely and utterly smitten.

And I suppose I still am today, after thirty or more 
years of marriage.  After all, my wife is still beautiful and 
still laughs at my jokes.  We developed a kind of routine, 
one we were able to follow for several years after we 
got married.  Imagine Bertie Wooster married, his wife 
as clever as Jeeves but a lot better looking.  Give Bertie 
the odd hidden depth or two, even as I always did every 
time I read one of P.G. Wodehouse's stories.  We attended 
three or four functions a week, guests everyone loved to 
invite.  I had perfected a routine that combine affability 
with fecklessness, presenting myself as the sort of person 
you'd want at a party but would not want to repair your 
plumbing; Magda managed to convey an impression of 
sophistication and classic beauty with the kind of easy 
laughter you usually only hear from small children the 
first time they go for a ride on a merry-go-round.   

We always took our holidays back in Iowa, where 
Magda took to being a part of a big family the way a duck 
takes to water.  In fact, it was the pleasure she took with 
the children of my brothers and sisters that brought her—
and me—to the decision that we should start our own 
family.  That, in turn, brought about her decision 
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to retire and, with it, the third phase in my career.  It was 
decided that Magda's resignation would be accepted, 
with great regret, but that I still needed to be partnered 
at a continuing series of highfalutin Washington social 
gatherings.  And so, after an interval of advanced training 
for me, an interval lasting nearly as long as Magda's 
pregnancy, I reemerged on the Washington social scene as 
a world-weary roué.

I began attending three or four social functions each 
week with a succession of quite attractive women, all 
of whom were a dozen or more years younger than I 
was.  The most fanciful assumptions were made about 
these women that somehow managed to miss entirely 
the even more fantastic truth:  that they typically knew 
a dozen or more ways to bring 
about someone's untimely death, 
MacGyver-like, with just the 
random contents of their purse 
and that, typically, they would 
babysit our children whenever 
Magda and I went out for dinner 
and a movie.

In fact, it was one of them, 
Ginger, who set in motion the 
events that would end my career.  Of course, that wasn't 
her intention.  The government agency for which Magda 
and I worked made every effort to keep what it did out of 
the news, but among its younger agents stories about its 
more senior agents were told in a kind of whispered oral 
tradition, kind of like the material Homer worked from 
in putting together the Iliad and the Odyssey.  And just 
as back in that preliterate society, a story repeated today 
a dozen or more times without anyone to check the facts 
can acquire its share of distortions and exaggerations.  
What Ginger had learned about Magda and me tended 
to emphasize our strengths and accomplishments over 
our weaknesses and failures.  By this time our children 
had grown and were started on much more conventional 
careers, except for the youngest who was in graduate 
school studying, of all things, mathematics.

Even today, I find myself wondering if things might 
have turned out differently if Ginger had had the 
opportunity to babysit our children.

In any event, Ginger had been working on another 
project as well as accompanying me to a succession of 
embassy functions.  She had become a skilled listener 
and reporter, though she still occasionally would offer 
a conclusion without clearly identifying it as such.  This 
was not often a problem because her instincts and her 
skills were excellent.  One of her less well founded 
conclusions was that my expertise with a pistol or 
revolver was right up there beside Magda's and her own.  
Perhaps this was why she asked me to assist her with 
a bit of field work for another of her projects.  I agreed 
to this, thinking she needed a skilled listener at some 
sort of function other than an embassy function.  I had, 
for instance, attended several sports events to listen to 
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conversations taking place against a tremendous amount 
of background noise.

This time, however, I found myself sneaking up a dark 
alley at dusk, our object being to slip quietly into the back 
entrance to a bar and grill.  We were to do this just as the 
kitchen crew were supposed to leave for the evening.  In 
fact, they were to hand us their aprons, hairnets and dish 
towels as they left.  We would put them on as we walked 
down a short hallway, passing the kitchen on one side 
and the rest rooms on the other.  There was a table and a 
couple of chairs tucked in the back corner of the dining 
area, just beyond where a row of booths began.

The last booth would be where two men sat talking, 
one representing a Baltimore crime syndicate, while the 
other was suspected of being a representative of Russian 

organized crime.  They were 
meeting to discuss how they 
might work cooperatively 
throughout Maryland, 
Delaware, eastern Virginia and, 
of course, Washington, D.C.  
We were on loan to the F.B.I. for 
this operation, mostly because 
of our fluency in Russian and 
our skill in listening.  The 

location had been determined by its two principals less 
than an hour before the meet, and it was our good fortune 
that the cook at this establishment needed a good word 
put in for him on a troublesome accumulation of minor 
traffic offenses.  There would also be a small “rental” 
payment to him and the waitress for the use of their 
aprons, etc.    

I was so filled with admiration for this plan that 
I (along with everyone else) failed to see its glaring 
weakness:  a failure to properly assess the intentions of 
the two principal players.  Ginger and I had no sooner sat 
down to listen in on their conversation, when the Russian 
pulled out a pistol and shot his counterpart in the head.  
He wasn't there to negotiate, but to begin the process of 
a takeover.  He turned to leave by the back door when he 
spotted us, a cook with an amazed look on his face and 
a waitress reaching for something in her purse.  We were 
about to become collateral damage.

I leaped to my feet, flinging the table's napkin holder 
at the Russian as he got off his first shot.  It was his only 
shot, as Ginger fired back at him three times in quick 
succession.  I suspect he was dead by the time he hit 
the floor.  His one shot hit me, too, but not fatally.  The 
bodyguards of the two men were both waiting at the front 
entrance.  As soon as first shot was fired, the Russian’s 
bodyguard shot his counterpart and came through the 
front entrance to help clean up.  That's when Ginger shot 
him.  And that's also when I passed out.

Magda was sitting beside my bed when I came to in 
the hospital.  Nearly a day had gone by.  When I came 
around, she said, “Oh, my darling, I am so proud of you!  
You took a bullet for one of your girls!”  She said 
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this like she was one of the Gabor sisters.  We started to 
laugh.  It really hurt when I laughed, but Magda has this 
really infectious laugh.  I couldn't help myself.  Then she 
started to cry.  Fortunately, her crying wasn't quite as 
infectious as her laughter, though she was squeezing my 
hand so hard that it hurt almost as much as my wound.

In the movies, the hero scoffs 
at a bullet wound and is back 
in action within the next five 
minutes.  I am no hero.  My 
own recovery was slow and 
painful and incomplete.  And I 
complained a lot.  I'm sure my 
nurses were glad to see the last 
of me.

Ginger came to visit a couple of 
times.  She wanted to tell me how 
sorry she was.  I told her that I was 
grateful she had saved my life—
and the life of the bartender, as far 
as that goes.  Finally, she got around 
to asking me why I wasn't armed.  
I explained that I never carried a 
gun, that I was such a bad shot that 
it had always seemed wiser for 
me not to.  Then I needed to adjust 
my position in bed and whined 
and moaned the whole time I did 
it.  It is a terrible thing when you 
discover that one of your heroes has 
feet, knees and who-knows-what-
else made of clay.

Magda and I retired back to 
that small town in the southeastern corner of Iowa where 
I grew up.  It is no idyllic Eden, but a town that has real 
problems, the kind of problems that will take a real effort 
on the part of a lot of people if they are ever to be solved.  
Still, we haven't been shot at once since we moved here.

There is even the occasional opportunity for a bit of 
adventure—or at least the chance for me to practice my 
old skills.  The other day Magda and I went into Luigi's, 
an Italian restaurant on Main Street. It wasn't very 
busy when we stopped by for a late lunch, but it sure 
sounded as if it were.  The chatter of a dozen different 
conversations was discernible, but only three other 
tables were occupied. Most of those other conversations 
were coming from the restaurant's sound system.  I 
asked our waitress if she would ask Luigi to come over 
to our table.

Luigi's name is actually John, and he's no more Italian 
than I am, as I discovered the first time Magda and I 
stopped by for a meal.  The man knew about as much 
Italian as you might pick up watching the Godfather 
movies, but he certainly had managed to learn a lot 
about Italian cooking, which he loved.  In fact, he was 
absolutely devoted to his restaurant and always trying 
out new ways to make it more successful.

So when John got to our table I asked him what was up 
with the sound track we were hearing.

“You like?” he asked me.  “It's the latest thing for 
restaurants on their off-peak hours.  It used to be that 
we'd play background music during those times, but 
there's always someone who doesn't like the music we 
play.  I mean, even Sinatra—what's not to like?  Anyway, 

then someone got the bright idea 
of playing back the sound of the 
restaurant when it is busy.”

“Yeah, but this isn't the 
sound of your restaurant, is it?  
It sounds like it's coming from 
a barbeque place much farther 
south—and a bit west, too.”

“Hey, good ear!” said John.  
“Yeah, I got an instruction 
booklet for the whole concept, 
and it came with a CD for the 
restaurant owner to use in trying 
out the concept.  So that's what 
I'm doing.”

“So, I don't suppose you 
have that booklet here in the 
restaurant, do you?”

“Sure thing.  Want to see it 
and the CD?”  I nodded.  John 
left for a few minutes in the 
middle of which the background 
noise stopped and then the music 
began.  Sinatra.  That's Life.

I skimmed the material John 
brought me, and then I asked 
him to play the CD again from 
the top.  He rolled his eyes 

dramatically, but Magda and I are regulars, so back into 
the kitchen he went, CD in hand.

“Magda,” I said, “listen closely to what will sound 
like the second conversation back on the left.”  She did, 
and after about two minutes, her eyes went wide and she 
grew pale.  I knew then I was right.  I asked her if she still 
had our old employer on the speed dial of her cell phone, 
but she already had it out and was working her way 
down to the right number.

After a minute or two of conversation, she handed 
the phone over to me.  It was Ginger, and I was pleased 
to learn she was now the agent in charge for our 
old division.  I explained to her that we had a CD of 
restaurant conversations.  I didn't know what the name of 
the restaurant was, not even its location, but I suspected 
the Southwest.  The firm than made the recording was 
located in Memphis, and I gave her the address.  And 
then I explained that both Magda and I thought we had 
heard two men, with maybe a third, making plans to blow 
up some federal installation.  The recording appeared to 
have been made about a month ago.

Ginger started the process of tracking down exactly 
where the recording had been made while asking 
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me—and Magda—to provide an exact transcript of all 
that we had heard.  An hour later, not long after we'd sent 
our transcript, she called back with the name of a popular 
barbecue joint in El Paso, Texas.  She asked if we'd like a 
short vacation to Texas, courtesy of our former employer.  
It was February, so a quick look at the weather forecast 
persuaded us to accept her offer.

We were in El Paso for the better part of a week before 
we heard those same voices again.  Actually, I heard them 
because Ginger and Magda were busy talking about 
Ginger's forthcoming wedding, an event that would 
be taking us back to Washington in June.  After I had 
indicated the table the voices were coming from, Ginger 
asked us if we'd like to accompany her for the arrest.  
Magda put her hand on mine and said, “You go ahead, 
Ginger.  We aren't really that much up for field work any 
more.”  The next morning we flew back to Saint Louis and 
drove back home.

 
I have a fair amount of free time now, though Magda 

and I do some volunteering in the local schools.  A lot of 
kids these days don't see the point in learning another 
language—and they aren't very good listeners, either.  

They appreciate the fact that we listen to them, though, 
and so maybe the rest will come in time.  At least for some 
of them.

Because of all that free time I now have, I recently went 
back and read a collection of short stories by Heinrich Böll, 
the first time I'd seen it since I was back in high school.  And 
there, in the middle of this collection, was “The Laugher.”  
Reading it again after forty years, I soon realized that 
both my understanding of the story back then and my 
recollection of it subsequently were... limited.  The title 
character is not a happy man.  He only laughs at work; 
at home he is quiet and serious.  He says this is because 
he's simply too tired from laughing at work, but then 
he suggests that perhaps whatever you do at work can 
all too easily stop being fun.  At home his solemnity has 
become as infectious as his laughter is at work.  He and 
his wife have both forgotten how to laugh, though they 
do occasionally smile together.

I am glad that Magda and I and our children and our 
great big extended family still find lots of things to laugh 
about.  As Böll seems to imply, it's only when we do what 
we love that we can be truly happy.
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Three Entries in an Old Blank Book
 Found Near Keokuk, Iowa

There is no heart but hath its inner anguish,
There is no eye but hath with tears been wet,
There is no voice but hath been heard to languish
O'er hours of darkness it cann ne'er forget.

In the early days of Cal[ifornia] it was a common thing to see the seat of
miners' pants graceful[ly] covered with a flower sack bearing the legend of
"Golden Gate" –but we offer this for the benefit of the Baches that a lady
had on the back of her chemise, pretty low down–"Rough and Ready."

Our remedies oft in ourselves do lie
Which we ascribe to heaven.
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