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A   lifetime of “why nots” has led Chuck Mitchell down a variety of paths and 
created a man with a remarkable reservoir of knowledge and an endless 

supply of stories he’s quick to share.  
“Why not” mustn’t be confused with the now popular “whatever,” a response 

that seems to bring with it a sense of resignation.  His is a positive, adventurous 
attitude.  For Chuck, most every situation presents wonderful possibilities—
whether he’s drafted into the army, meets an intriguing woman, or discovers a 
deteriorating former gem of a building. 

Born in New York City, Chuck grew up in farm country north of Detroit.  A 
rather sickly child, his free time was spent exploring the woods and cultivating 

a strong love of nature that he 
maintains to this day.  The Mitchell 
family had a fondness for musical 
comedies—he wistfully recalls as a 
boy seeing “Finian’s Rainbow” and 
“Carousel” at theatres in a vibrant 
downtown Detroit.  Singing became 
a part of his life.  

At Principia College, on the 
Mississippi River bluffs just north of 
St Louis, Chuck majored in English 
and drama.  When he graduated, 
like so many others he headed 
off to New York to make it big in 
theatre.  He got a job (and a room) 

2013, Chuck Mitchell performed 
during Main Street Keokuk, 
Inc.'s Magic of the Mississippi.

Photo courtesy of Steve Dunn, DGC

1958,  At Detroit’s Northland 
Playhouse, fresh out of college, 
Chuck lands the juvenile lead 
(Jack) in “The Rose Tattoo” by 
Tennessee Williams, starring 
Viveca Lindfors (Serafina) and 
directed by Lloyd Richards (11 
Tony awards).  The show gets 
great reviews, and Chuck is off 
to NYC…                   Photo by Ed Bailey 

Continued on Page 2
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at the Henry Street Settlement House, went to 
auditions, and took guitar lessons.  “When I left 
college, there was no one to play while I sang, 
so I had to learn to play something.  A guitar 
was more portable than a piano.”

Four lessons later, having almost mastered 
“The Streets of Laredo,” Chuck was drafted.   
Guitar in hand, he went off to Fort Knox, 
Kentucky, where he learned to drive a tank and 
use an assortment of weapons.  Then he spent 
a peaceful year in Korea as a reporter for Stars 
& Stripes and as a hoofer in musical comedy 
reviews, entertaining the troops.  

Chuck returned to Detroit and became staff writer for the Great Cities 
project, a public school experiment bankrolled by the Ford Foundation to develop 
programs for educating "culturally deprived" children.  A program called Head 
Start was one.

1961, Chuck signs autographs for kids after a concert at 
Barbour Jr. High School in Detroit.      DPS A-V Photo

1958, Chuck goes to New York City 
to get his picture taken and make it 
big.  He now thinks his acting career 
may have been derailed by the 
Madras sportscoat.

1960,  Pfc Charles Mitchell, 1st 
Cavalry Division, Munsan-ni, 
Korea, eats an apple while thinking 
about the seven stories with photos 
he must submit every Friday to 
keep his cool job as a US Army 
Correspondent and not become a 
US Army M48 tank driver. 
1st Cav Div PIO Photo
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The rocket slide restoration project came into being in April 2012. While sitting at home 
watching an episode of American Restoration on the History Channel, the story about 

a rocket slide restoration, I wondered where the slide had come from and where it was going. 
I got online and searched the show. Finding a blog about the slide, I wrote that Keokuk had 
once had a slide like the one on the show. Nels Olsen replied to my blog stating that the slide 
was indeed from Keokuk and told me the following story:

Nels Olsen said “I discovered in May 2010 through an archived online newspaper article 
from Keokuk that the slide had been taken down from Kilbourne Park the previous summer, 
and was still sitting at Kerr Fabricators almost a year later. I took a trip to Keokuk to talk 
to the city about it, and to see it. I asked the city if I could either buy it, or help restore it in 
exchange for having Kerr and other local businesses make me a copy of all the parts so I 
could build my own. They said it wasn't for sale but had no real plans on what to do with it. 
They didn't know if they needed to modify it to get a reasonable insurance rate to reinstall it, 
and Kerr didn't have any schedule or real clue on what to fix or when. Kerr ended up saying 
they couldn't even make copies of the parts because it wasn't the kind of fabricating they did. 
The city said I could make copies of the parts, but they didn't want to remove any parts from 
it for that purpose.  They feared that doing this could legally make whoever put a part back 
on the new manufacturer and liable if that part accidentally came off and hurt someone after 
the slide was put back up. After several months it became clear that the city had no plans or 
money to restore it, or knowledge of what they needed to do or not, so rather than see it rust 
away and eventually get scrapped, I offered them a large sum to get them to sell it.”

Nels continued,”I hauled it back 
to Wisconsin on a flatbed truck, 
after taking off the fiberglass cone. 
From there it lay in my driveway 
for another six months as I took it 
apart, since I wanted the pieces to get 
refinished on all sides and then put 
back together, not just sandblasted 
as one piece with rust continuing 
in places the sandblaster couldn't 
reach. I tried getting quotes from 
galvanizers, professional refinishers, 
metal fabricators, etc., but they mostly 
gave me the run-around since they 
didn't want to mess with what they 
considered a "small" project. My sister 
told a friend about my plans to restore 
it along with the struggles, and she 
recommended contacting American 
Restoration. I gave it a shot, and they 
jumped on it right away.” I hauled 
it out to Las Vegas, disassembled, in 
November 2011, and did the drop-
off filming then. It took 34 hours of 
driving over four days and $3400 to 
get it out there in a rented moving 
truck. I returned March 21st for 
the "reveal" filming. The show only 
mentioned Rick's estimate of $15,000, 
but the total came to over $22,000 
due to the higher-than-expected cost of 
fiberglass work. 

The return of the rocket
 by Robert Korschgen

Continued on Page 4

Keokuk's newly restored Rocket Slide 
now at home in Triangle Park.



Nels concluded, “My home town won't let me have the slide in my own back yard, so it 
will probably end up going to my adult nephew's house in a smaller town about 25 minutes 
away. I'm still open to the possibility that it could return to Keokuk if it went up in a public 
park so that everyone could enjoy it, and I got at least some financial help (the rocket has 
cost me a total of $42,000)”. 

I copied the conversation between Mr. 
Olsen and myself to city hall and spoke with 
the mayor about the prospect of bringing 
the rocket slide back to Keokuk. He seemed 
interested and said he’d speak with the public 
director and finance committee. The city 
was interested but didn’t have the resources 
to commit to the project so it was up to a 
committee to bring the slide home. The city 
officials offered us support and direction.

Doug Matlick called me to say that he was 
interested in helping bring the slide home. 
Doug and I worked to form a committee 
to work on the project. The Rocket Slide 
committee is comprised of five core members: 
Doug Matlick, Robert Korschgen, Thomas 
Bell, Stefanie Pilkinton and Jeff Page. We had 
several others attend meetings throughout the 
process to get updates and give input. I posted 
updates on the social media website Facebook to keep a group of current and former 
residents up to date. The Facebook community provided valuable insight into the history, 
ideas and concerns of the public throughout the process.  

In May of 2012, I took my family to Las Vegas, Nevada to see the slide. I spoke with the 
producer of the show and learned that the slide was due to be shipped out within a few days. 
The committee made arrangements for the slide to be shipped to Keokuk and be stored in a 
warehouse until the funds could be raised to purchase, modify and install the slide. The slide 
arrived in Keokuk in June 2012, and with the help of McDowell Crane and the city the slide 
was put into storage. 

It took several months of meetings with the city council, the Parks and Recreation Board 
and an insurance company before we could begin collecting funds to complete the project. 
In late December 2012 we partnered 
with the Keokuk Vision Foundation so 
donations would be tax deductable. To 
date we have raised $16,500 with our 
various fundraising opportunities. 

With the help of Keokuk 
Contractors we broke ground in late 
July 2013 and began the installation in 
early August. We had the dedication in 
early September. We still need to raise 
more funds.  Donations can be sent 
to Keokuk Rocket Slide c/o Keokuk 
Vision Foundation P.O. Box 951 
Keokuk, IA  52632.

Continued from Page 3
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Nels Olsen, in a photo taken by his family, alongside the 
Rocket prior to its renovation.

http://www.cramerrealestate.com
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It's not just the power house and dam that celebrates its centennial this year.  This is 
also the centennial of the statue of Chief Keokuk in Rand Park.   Of course, there 

has been a monument to Keokuk in Rand Park since it was established in 1883.  This 
monument, in fact, marks the final resting place of Keokuk, his remains having been 
moved to this location from a rural location in Franklin County, Kansas, about a dozen 
miles away from the town of Ottawa.

This reinterment took place in 1883, at the same time 
that the City of Keokuk established Rand Park.  Moses 
Keokuk, the old chief's son, was a guest of the city for that 
year's Fourth of July celebration.  The old chief had died 
in 1848 on land in Kansas that his tribe had been removed 
to some three years earlier—and was about to be pushed 
out of and onto a reservation in the Indian Territory, near 
what is now Pawhuska, Oklahoma. At this Fourth of July 
celebration several of Keokuk's leading citizens asked Moses 

Keokuk to give 
his permission 
for his father's 
remains to be 
brought to 
Keokuk.  He 
readily gave 
this permission, 
having been 
assured that 
a suitable 
memorial would mark the new burial site.  
Few, if any, people had visited the place where 
Keokuk's remains had lain for the previous 
thirty-five years  This grave was marked by a 
slab of marble flush with the ground and near 
no other structure or landmark, so it was not at 
all easy to find.  

The first monument in Rand Park that 
marked Chief Keokuk's grave was a simple 
plinth topped by a square stone pillar.  The 
original headstone, brought back from Kansas 
with Keokuk's remains, was incorporated into 
one of the four sides of the plinth.  It reads:

Chief Keokuk Statue Centennial
 by Tom Gardner

A postcard depicting the model Nellie 
Walker made for her statue of Chief Keokuk.

Chief Keokuk, 
daguerreotype by 
Thomas Easterly.

SACRED

TO THE MEMORY OF

KEOKUCK:

A DISTINGUISHED SAC CHIEF

Born at Rock Island in 1788

Died in April, 1848.

Continued on Page 6



On Halloween in 1912 some boys or young men took the 
Bob White Cigar Store Indian from the front of Ed Bevering's 
cigar store and put it on top of the Keokuk monument.  The 
result of this prank was photographed and the postcard made 
from the photograph became locally famous.  Soon people were 
discussing the possibility of replacing the stone pillar with an 
actual sculpture of Chief Keokuk.  By early 1913 this project 
was well underway, with the local chapter of the Daughters of 
the American Revolution providing the funding and the Iowa-
born artist Nellie Walker commissioned to create the sculpture.

The year 1913 is a convenient marker of that time when 
a romantic ideal of American Indians, or Native Americans, 
became widespread among white Americans.  This was the first 
year that the buffalo nickel was issued, with its idealized images 
of a Native American on the obverse and of an American Bison 
on the reverse.  American popular culture in the early twentieth 
century offers many hundreds of other examples of images and 
stories that feature idealized conceptions of Native Americans.  
This may explain why Nellie Walker chose to make her sculpture 
an idealized figure wearing the clothing and headdress of a 
western plains Indian, looking more like a member of the Sioux 
Tribe, and not at all like portraits of Keokuk painted by George 
Catlin or Charles Bird King or Thomas Easterly's famous 1847 
daguerreotype.  Ironically, the Sac and Fox tribes (Keokuk's 
people) were often at war with the Sioux.

On October 12th of this year a ceremony will take place in 
Rand Park to commemorate the centennial of Nellie Walker's 
statue of Chief Keokuk and to honor Keokuk, from whom our 
city received its name.  In many ways he is a fitting symbol 
for us, a blue-eyed Native American, whose father was half 
French, and who needed great cunning and speaking ability 
simply to survive against enemies within his own tribe and 
the overwhelmingly greater power of the United States.  When 
he died in 1848 it was reported in several newspapers that he 
had been poisoned by a member of Black Hawk's band; today, 
however, the consensus of opinion is that he died of natural 
causes, most likely dysentery.

 The day-long celebration will take place at Chief Keokuk's 
statue and will include Native American dancing and food.  
Several of the descendents of Chief Keokuk will be in attendance.

6

Continued from Page 5

The postcard of Chief Keokuk's 
Monument topped with the cigar 
store Indian from the front of Ed 
Bevering's cigar store.

CAPTIONS FOR ILLUSTRATIONS:

A  photograph of Nellie Walker's Statue 
of Keokuk, still draped in the flag, at 
the 1913 dedication.
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Season tickets are now on sale for the 88th 

season of the Keokuk Concert Association, an 
organization that strives to bring quality performances 
to our community each year.  With the generous 
support of the community, we will continue to 
celebrate Keokuk's rich heritage of music in 
performance by offering quality concerts. 

Starting the 2013-2014 concert series will be Charlie 
Albright, a very talented young pianist who has recently 
graduated from the Julliard School of Music.  Mr. 
Albright will be performing mainly classical pieces for 
his concert on Thursday, October 24th, starting at 7:30 
p.m.  Hailed as being “among the most gifted musicians 
of his generation” by the Washington Post, he has won 
numerous awards, including the Young Concert Artists 
International Auditions in 2009 and the Gilmore Young 
Artist Award in 2010.  

Next in the season line-up 
will be the Home Free Vocal 
Band, an a cappella group 
making a return appearance 
in Keokuk after rave reviews 
for last year’s performance. 
This group is a perfect 
fusion of four part harmony 
and vocal percussion. The 
group performs a variety 
of popular music and will 
be presenting a special 
holiday concert on Tuesday, 
December 10th, at 7:30 p.m.

On Sunday, March 16th, 
at 3:00 p.m. our third artist, 
Tim Britton, will present a program of 
Celtic music and dance. He will be joined by 
guitarist and vocalist Pat Egan and together 
they will perform an interesting mixture 
of Irish music on a variety of instruments.  
Tim is an expert on the uilleann pipes, an 
Irish bagpipe that has a different harmonic 
structure allowing it to sound sweeter and 
quieter than many other bagpipes.  Pat has 
developed his own powerfully emotive style 
of guitar accompaniment and vocal delivery 
while appearing with a number of ensembles 
throughout Ireland and the United States.

Ending the season on Sunday, May 
18th, at 3:00 p.m., will be a performance 
by the seven members of the music faculty 
from Culver Stockton College.  Central 
to this performance will be works by the 

Keokuk Concert Association announces 
 2013-2014 Concert Series
 by Louise Orozco and Cindy King

Continued on Page 8



8

20th century composers Dmitri Shostakovich and Paul 
Hindemith, as well as others by such earlier composers as 
Shubert and Bach. The concert will include voice, piano, 
harpsichord, violin, cello, trombone, and trumpet.  Purchase 
of a season ticket allows ticket holders to attend not only all 
of these Keokuk concerts but thirty-six additional concerts in 
surrounding communities.  Information about this reciprocal 
agreement is mailed to each ticket holder and is also available 
on the KCA’s website:  www.keokukconcertassociation.org.

Season ticket prices are $45 for adults, $100 for families 
and $10 for students.  Tickets for individual performances are 
also available at the door.  Those wanting to purchase season 
tickets can call 319-524-7818 or contact any board member.

Continued from Page 7

The Grand Theatre Commission has announced the hiring 
of the new manager of the  theatre.  Dianne Stanley will 

begin her duties starting Oct 1.  She is replacing Pat Zastrow 
who had been the manager for seven years and is retiring.  
Ms. Zastrow stated that “I have thoroughly enjoyed the seven 
years at the Grand and especially working with a great group 
of commission members that give of their precious time and 
dedication to make sure this 'historic jewel' continues to shine 
for years to come”.    Any inquiries concerning rentals, tours, 
scheduled events, etc. should be directed to Dianne Stanley 
at the  Grand Theatre (524-1026) after Sept. 30.   The Grand 
also has a website - keokukgrandtheatre.org with current 
information about the theatre.

New theatre manager at the Grand

You are cordially invited to participate in the 2013 Festival of Trees 
and Gifts sponsored by the Keokuk Art Center. Each year this event 

launches the holiday season by displaying the community’s creative abilities and 
Christmas spirit.

The festival will be held on Saturday, November 16, and promises to be 
an evening to remember. As in the past, awards will be presented in several 
categories and publicity & recognition will be given to all entries. Proceeds 
from the festival will assist in the support of the Art Center’s programs, 
including: monthly exhibits, Artist in the Schools, scholarships, and art classes 
and workshops.

For information about donating items for the auction, call Tom Seabold at 
the Keokuk Art Center, 319-524-8354.

The gala reception and auction will be held at Baymont Suites at 7:30 pm, 
November 16. Tickets are $12  and are available at the Keokuk Art Center and 
at the door the night of the festival.

Joy to the World —
 the 24th Annual Festival of  Trees & Gifts

You'll find our 
complete 

calendar of events, 
 October- December,

beginning on
page 28.

http://www.keokukconcertassociation.org
http://www.keokukgrandtheatre.org
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On Saturday, October 5th, three Keokuk homes will open 
their doors to guests, with food, wine, and entertainment, 

for a Keokuk Community Cultural Partnership fundraiser 
dubbed “A Moveable Feast.”  The author that inspired this year’s 
event is Edgar Allan Poe.

The Community Cultural Partnership includes the Keokuk 
Art Center, the Keokuk Public Library, and the Lee County Iowa 
Historical Society.  Each organization will sponsor a home and 
find brave volunteers to provide the food and spooky atmosphere.

"The Raven" is the theme at the Samuel F. Miller House & 
Museum, 318 N. 5th Street, sponsored by the Lee County Iowa 
Historical Society.  Special guest is actor Duffy Hudson, who 
will play the part of Poe and recite some of his famous works, 
including the 1845 poem “The Raven.”  The Miller House & 
Museum, often visited by ghost hunters and history buffs, is the 
perfect setting for the chilling words of Poe.  “Raven wings” will 
be on the menu.

"The Purloined Letter" (1844) is the theme of the Keokuk 
Art Center’s home, the last of three detective stories featuring 
C. Auguste Dupin and considered to be an important early 
forerunner of the modern detective story.  Tom and Sandy 
Seabold’s 1880s Victorian home on 226 Morgan Street will provide the perfect location to 
recreate this short story set in 1840s Paris.  A buffet of French food and wine, accompanied 
by the music of Stephen Foster (portrayed by Chuck Mitchell), will highlight the evening.

"The Masque of the Red Death" 
is the memento mori at the John and 
Marsha Kirk residence, 126 High 
Street, sponsored by the Keokuk 
Public Library.  Special guest 
is vocalist Linda Tracy.  Prince 
Prospero intends to ride out the 
plague of the Red Death with his 
friends and honored guests while 
locked in his abbey, in this 1842 
example of Gothic fiction, only to 
find that Death is already inside.  
Prospero’s masquerade ball and the 
phrase “eat, drink, and be merry” are 
the inspiration for this house, where 
masks made by volunteers will be 
handed out to guests.

Houses can be visited in any order 
on October 5th, between 6:00 and 
9:00 pm.  The evening will end in the 
Round Room Gallery of the Keokuk 
Public Library & Keokuk Art Center, 
with dessert and champagne from 9:00 – 10:00 where there will be drawings for door prizes.

Tickets are $40 per person.  Costumes are encouraged.  For reservations, please contact 
the Keokuk Public Library (524-1483), or the Keokuk Art Center (524-8354).

Courtyard BooksĐ
415 Main St.Đ319-524-4605Đcarole@courtyardbookstore.comĐ

Unique Games,�
Puzzles & Books�

for Holiday�
gift giving�

arriving daily at:�

mailto:carole@courtyardbookstore.com
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There are some days in late summer or early fall—fortunately, not too many!—when 
you don't want to find yourself suspended fifty feet above the Mississippi River 

on a steel bridge.  Those are the days when the weather forecast tells you there's an 
80% chance of thunder showers.  When one of those days also happens to be the day 
scheduled for Wine over Water, the annual celebration of area wines and all the good 
things enjoyed with wine, sponsored by Main Street Keokuk, Incorporated, then that is a 
day you can be glad of an alternative location.

The alternative location for this year's Wine over Water was Keokuk's Union Depot, 
just a bit downriver from the old bridge.  MSKI's experienced team that puts on Wine 
over Water every year quickly undertook all necessary changes so that everything was 
worked out before the first vendor showed up.  The event itself started on time and the 
depot was quickly filled with participants, as was the area under the canopy between the 
depot and the train tracks.

And everyone who came seemed to be having a grand time, too.  Vendors, musicians 
and participants seemed to adjust to the reduced space with ease.  Instead of expansive 
up- and downriver views of the Mississippi, we had the vaulted ceiling and extraordinary 
architectural details of this Burnham and Root masterpiece.  That vaulted space above 
the crowd seemed to be filled with cheerful conversation, engaging stories and the 

occasional wisecrack.  Anyone wondering just why 
Keokuk might be considered the friendliest small 
town in America would have seen and heard the 
definitive answer in this celebration.

Wine Over Water 2013

The depot entrance.

Hy-Vee's bread spread...  As much 
sampled—and admired!—as the wine.

Chuck checks out a white...      while others sample reds.

Wine over Water is, of course, an adult 
event, but exceptions are made for 
babes in arms, who invariably add 
to the entertainment.

Musicians planning to spread out across the deck of the old 
bridge instead choose to perform together.

http://www.keokukbluesfest.com
http://www.scciowa.edu/business/course_solutions/community_ed.html


11

Keokuk's biggest celebration of the year has undoubtedly been 
MRP 100 (Mississippi River Power 100), a celebration of 100 

years since the completion of the great dam and powerhouse.  For 
most of a week at the end of June thousands of visitors came to 
Keokuk and to Hamilton, Illinois, just across the Mississippi River, 
to tour the powerhouse and take a trolley ride across the top of the 
dam, with side visits to Victory Park, the George M. Verity, Keokuk's 
Riverboat Museum, Keokuk's Union Depot and much more!  There 
were parades, visits to historic homes, an MRP 100 museum in the 
River City Mall that featured artifacts and photographs from the 
1910-1913 period when the dam was being built, as well as re-
enactors playing the part of various individuals who played key 
roles in the construction of the dam and powerhouse.

The photographs that 
follow were all taken by 
Dr. Arthur Mardis, or by 
a member of his family, as 
they took in the festivities 
in Victory Park, rode one 
of the two vintage trolleys 
giving rides across the 
top of the dam or walked 
through the power house 
on a self-guided tour.  
There were thousands of 
individuals and hundreds 
of families who saw what 
the Mardis Family saw and 
took pictures that day.  If 
you were not able to visit 
Keokuk for this celebration, 
these photos will give you 
a pretty good idea of what 
you missed.

MRP 100: A Photographic Essay
 based on photographs taken by Dr. Arthur Mardis

Like all power house visitors, 
Carol Mardis—Arthur's wife—
got a balloon as she completed her tour. 

Jerry Kearns, Keokuk's representative in the 
Iowa Legislature, is pictured in front of the 
entrance to the Keokuk Hydroelectric Power 
Plant greeting friends as he is about to start 
his tour.

The MRP 100 parade began with a color 
guard followed by Nicole Kelly, Miss Iowa.

All power house visitors needed to cross the 
lock at Keokuk first.  Here, the lock is filling 
for the next downriver boat.

Standing on the "new" bridge, one has a commanding 
upriver view of the power plant, spillways, locks, and old 
swing span bridge.

Continued on Page 12
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Mayor Tom Marion was 
one of many volunteers 
who helped thousands 
of Keokuk's visitors find 
their way around.

Trolleys crossing 
the dam.

Boarding the vintage 
trolleys at the 
Illinois end of the 
dam.

Trolley passengers enjoying a ride that hasn't 
been possible since the Flood of '93.

A pelican dancing ...

Continued on Page 13

Continued from Page 11

while others look on.

http://www.hy-vee.com


As the MRP 100 festivities continued, Walldogs, a group of professional 
mural painters, worked to complete a new mural for Keokuk's Estes Park.

Keokuk Area Hospital 
employees kept visitors cool and 
hydrated both in Victory Park 
and at the MRP 100 parade by 
giving them fans and bottles of 
water.

Looking downriver, to the George M. Verity Riverboat Museum 
and the General Curtis statue.

13

A big tent was set up just below the old 
bridge as a performance space.

Jesse and Catie Henoch performed 
under the big tent. 

 As did the 34th Army Band.

Julie O'Connor with her husband, Mike, 
as Hugh Cooper, the chief engineer for the 
construction of the power house and dam.  
Plans in hand, he offered some insights into 
the project on the bus ride over to Illinois, 
where the trolley rides across the 
dam began.

Continued from Page 12
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On June 8th, Keokuk's Nicole Kelly was crowned Miss Iowa after a three-day 
competition in Davenport.  Earlier in the year she won the Miss Metro Des Moines 

title, having first started to enter beauty pageants in January.  Her beauty and poise continue 
to develop as does her heartfelt platform, "Overcoming Disabilities."  Nikki was born without 
a left forearm. 

For Nikki, overcoming her own disability has typically meant that her relationships with 
other people have gone through three initial phases.  The first phase required her to approach 
others, because they were too intimidated to approach her.  The second was usually achieved 
pretty quickly.  It was when they grew comfortable enough to ask her questions.  Often, these 
questions focused on how she accomplished everyday tasks, like fixing her hair or tying her 
shoes.  The third phase "was when they completely forgot about it" and just saw her as Nikki, 
not a person with a disability.  Here in Keokuk a whole lot of people have even gotten past 
that third phase.  We think that she is beautiful, approachable, strong, confident, a positive role 
model, inspiring, talented... and just a lot of fun to hang out with!

On September 11th, I was one of the fortunate few who got a 
place on the chartered bus that was going to Atlantic City to watch 
her compete for the title of Miss America.  It was such a happy and 
enthusiastic group of people, all of us cheering to our heart's content:  
"IOWA!  IOWA!  GO NIKKI!"  Once we had all gotten settled in, I made 
a point of asking the others what their thoughts were.  Here's what I 
heard:  "We all have such great pride in our Nikki Kelly!  She just proves 
that nothing is impossible!"  "It is a great joy to see our hometown girl 
being so poised and successful."  "She represents our community with 
pride."  "It is great to see everyone supporting our hometown girl. Nikki 
is our 'Miss America!'"  "Just being here to support our hometown girl in 
her special moment is an incredible experience!"

Nicole Kelly truly is our hometown girl.  She is the daughter of 
Mike and Pam Kelly.  She grew up here.  It is in Keokuk that she played 
baseball, swam and dove, and danced.  We have watched her take part 
in many theatre productions, music recitals and speech competitions.  
She graduated from Keokuk High School in 2009 
and from University of Nebraska-Lincoln in 2012 
with a bachelor's degree in directing and theatre 
management.  That means we can't keep her, that her 
career will most certainly take her far from home.  
But she will always be ours!

I'm sure you already know that Nicole Kelly did 
not win the title of Miss America.  Every contestant 
was so beautiful and talented!  Besides, Nikki has 
already made such a positive difference by inspiring 
others. She is leading a "campaign of empowerment, 
inspiration and celebration."  Her platform, 
"Overcoming Disabilities," was based on a You Tube 
campaign she launched in June called The Power 
of One:  One Voice, One Story, One Life to Make 
a Difference. After the pageant she wants to start 
a blog to share the stories of others who consider 
themselves different or who have had to overcome 
hard challenges in their lives.

Also, Nikki has a fulltime job for the coming year:  
being Miss Iowa.

Being with Miss Iowa in Atlantic City
 by Alka Khanolkar / photos by Sueann Marshall

Alka in front of a giant 
sand castle honoring 
Miss America.

Boardwalk Hall, formally known as the 
Historic Atlantic City Convention Hall, 
was the location of this year's pageant.

Nikki Kelly waving to the crowd during the Shoe Parade.



Johnson Schmidt was established 
in 1927 at 610 Main Street in Keokuk 
by Gillis Johnson and Irv & Clarence 
Schmidt.  In 1932, Gillis Johnson became 
ill and left the business.  The Schmidt 
brothers then ran the business until 1962.  
At that time Howard Barnes and Wilbur 
Murphy purchased the business.  Until 
the 1960s the business primarily sold suits 
and men's furnishing.  As times and styles 
changed, Barnes and Murphy began to 
add less formal wear to their line.

In 1969, Wilbur Murphy asked his 
son-in-law Gary Johnson—no relation to 
Gillis Johnson—if he would like to take 
over the business.  At that time Gary 
and his wife Sandy were living in the 
Chicago area where they had moved after 
completing college.  As both of them 
had been born and raised in Keokuk, 
Gary and Sandy jumped at the chance to 
move back home.  Here, they raised their 
two children: Valerie, now living in Des 
Moines, and Lee, now living in Grosse 
Pointe, Michigan.  Here, too, both Gary 
and Sandy also became active in a broad range of community organizations and activities.

In 1985, Gary moved the business to its present, larger location at 428 Main Street.  
While Johnson-Schmidt still specializes in a broad line of men's suits, as well as better quality 
shirts, ties and shoes (i.e., more traditional business attire for men), it also has expanded its 
product line to include some women's clothing and quite a bit of sportswear.  It also does an 
extensive business in tuxedo rental for proms and weddings.

Gary has now owned and operated Johnson-Schmidt for 44 years, substantially longer 
than any of his predecessors.  During that time he has seen many changes in men's fashion, 

Johnson-Schmidt Men's Wear
 by Dianne Stanley
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Current styles in mens' clothing have 
come back to a more classic look.

http://www.riverhillsvillage.com


everything from the width of trouser legs and lapels, to the coming and going 
of vests and trouser pleats.  He remembers, too, the fads that have overtaken 
men's clothing at one time or another, like the leisure suits of the 1970s.  Even 
ties and men's accessories have undergone some pretty remarkable changes over 
the decades.  Men seldom wear tie clips or tie tacks anymore, but cufflinks, after 
falling out of fashion for a number of years, seem to be coming back into vogue.

Keeping ahead of these changes requires a good eye for style and 
frequent travel to "market" in such trendsetting larger cities as Las Vegas and 
Minneapolis.  Gary makes regular trips to these locations, as well as others, 
to keep abreast of the new fashions and to plan his purchases for the coming 
season.  He notes that current styles in men's clothing have come back to a 
more classic look, but that bolder, more vivid colors seem to be here to stay.  
No longer will a man wearing a business suit match it with the traditional white 
shirt.  Blue, yellow, beige, green, pink and now especially lavender are popular—
and seem likely to remain popular—as colors for dress shirts.

Johnson Schmidt Men's Wear has five employees.  They are Gary Johnson, 
Clint Wilson, Jennifer Brown, Thomas McCuskey and Judy Arthur.  All five 
have a good eye for what looks good on a particular person and the patience to 
help a customer through difficult clothing decisions.
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Continued from Page 15

Clint Wilson,  Judy Arthur, Gary 
Johnson and Thomas McCuskey
—the Johnson Schmidt sales 
force— stand ready to serve their 
customers.

From tailored suits to sweat pants, stylish hats to gym 
socks,  Johnson Schmidt has what men need.
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In 1904 the Fraternal Order of Eagles formed an Aerie in Keokuk with 125 members.  
The ceremony took place in Hawkes Hall, 729 Main Street.  By 1917 the members 

decided they needed a building of their own, purchasing the old "Keokuk Club" at 4th 
and Blondeau Streets.  By 1924, the Keokuk Aerie's membership had grown so much 
that the members decided to put an addition on at a cost of $38,000.  The resulting two-
story structure was described as one of the finest and most commodious lodge houses in 
Keokuk featuring Keokuk's largest dance floor.  At the time of this expanded building's 
dedication on February 26, 1925, Keokuk Aerie No. 683 F.O.E. had a membership of 

465.
On August 22, 1927, the club 

announced plans to erect a two-
story structure that would adjoin the 
1925 addition, replacing the original 
Keokuk Club building.  This new 
structure would feature brick and 
steel construction with terra cotta 
trim at an estimated cost of $25,000.  
It would have first floor reading 
rooms and lounge rooms, while the 
second floor would be "fixed up" for 
ladies' parlors and men's smoking 
rooms.  The project was to be 
completed January 1, 1928.

By June of 1931 the club's 
membership had grown to 725.  
In that year, too, the Keokuk 
Aerie would host the F.O.E. State 
Conclave.  The club would continue 
to prosper for several decades 
thereafter.

Eagles on Blondeau
 by Joyce Glasscock / photos by Anna Kuckelman

  Continued on Page 18The Eagles Building as it appears today.

Front commercial space looking 
toward the Blondeau Stree entrance.



However, by the 1980s a declining and aging membership spurred the club to 
seek more modest housing on the south side of town.  The building was sold in 1990.  
After fifteen years of subsequent decline, Kevin and Jeanne Kuckelman purchased the 
building in 2005, stabilizing and protecting it for future development.  The building sat 
vacant until March of 2011 when the Kuckelmans and Keokuk 
Downtown Properties, LLC, reached an agreement that 
promised this fine old building a remarkable future.

Keokuk Downtown Properties, LLC, a subsidiary of 
Main Street Keokuk, Inc., acquired the property as a "lead 
by example" rehabilitation project to showcase how state 
and federal tax credits, along with other funding sources-
including a $610,000 I-Jobs grant through the Iowa Economic 
Development Authority-could make a seemingly impossible 
project doable.

A volunteer board of seven was formed to guide the project:  
Barb Smidt, Howie Sutlive, Ed Kiedaisch, Sandy Johnson, 
Bob Korte, Dan Winn and Joyce Glasscock.  Poepping, Stone, 
Bach, and Associates, represented by Dave Schlembach and 
Dave Busen, served as architects with Terry Twitchell, Twitchell 
Construction, hired on as construction manager.

While some minor work started immediately, the formal 
beginning of this mixed-use project took place March 1, 2012.  
Once completed the $2.4 million Eagles on Blondeau project 
will have used 20 trades employing more than 130 workers.

KDP's market assessment that indicated demand for upscale 
housing in the downtown was proven correct when the four 
units were leased prior to completion.  

The Eagles on Blondeau, with the exception of "punch list 
items" and minor improvements, was completed July 31, 2013.  

 
 

Continued from Page 17

"The Aerie," located on top of the front building, 
includes a patio that can accommodate twenty-five, 
surrounded by colorful sedum. 
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Reproduction tin ceiling is common to the 
back three apartments.

The apartment entrance faces 4th Street.  Once 
inside, there's an extra security door, access to 
an elevator, and double doors that open onto a 
community room.



 

Now available at
the Main Street Keokuk, Inc. office 

and Courtyard Books

	 There	are	no	tight	fits...	only	perfect	ones!
  

 Keokuk Heritage Puzzles...
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Chief Keokuk and Son
This official government portrait of Keokuk and his son 
was found in the collection of the Library of Congress.  It 
is approximately 170 years old and in remarkably good 
condition.  This is the fifth in the Collectors' Edition 
of puzzles and is stunningly beautiful when fully 
assembled.  It is 12.75" x 17.5" and has 516 pieces.  $125 

The Keokuk Cultural and Entertainment District now has seven historical puzzles in this series.  In 
each case, original artwork was painstakingly refreshed by Mimi Kiedaisch-Elmore, then produced 
into a puzzle exclusively for KCED by Liberty Puzzles of Boulder,Colorado — arguably the finest 
puzzle creator in North America.  Top grade art paper is affixed to the finest ¼” maple plywood, laser 
cut, then hand cleaned in order to create a final work of art that combines real challenge with genuine 
aesthetic pleasure.  

In addition to these two puzzles, limited numbers of  Water Power Series #2, # 3 and #4, as well 
as the Street Fair Puzzle and the Union Depot Puzzle are still available.  The first of the series, 
Water Power Series #1,  has sold out.  Proceeds from all puzzles other than the Union Depot 
benefit KCED.

Main Street Keokuk
This photograph of Main Street 
was taken in the mid 30's and made into a postcard.  The view is taken from the south side 
of Main at 7th.  The old C. H. Rollins & Company store is on the left and the view takes in 
both sides of Main all the way to 2nd.  This Passed Times and Pastimes Edition puzzle is 
8.5" x 13.25" and has 255 pieces.  $75
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Two Miracles and an Unbelievable Project
 by Ed Kiedaisch

From the completion of the nine-mile-long government canal in 1877 to 1899, 
navigation on the Mississippi River over the Des Moines Rapids was no longer an 

issue.  But several groups, seeing the coming need for electrical energy, procured from 
Congress franchises to build a power canal or wing dam along the Illinois side of the rapids.  
Each met with failure for one reason or another before serious construction ever started.

Miracle No. 1
Less than a year after the failure of the most recent proposal, a group of 25 Keokuk and 

Hamilton businessmen decided that they should give it a try.  On July 7, 1899, the Keokuk 
and Hamilton Water Power Company of Iowa was organized with a capital stock of $2500, 
each man subscribing for one share of the stock.  Of these 25 indefatigable founders five 
were from Hamilton—R. R. Wallace, C. P. Dadant, S. R. Parker, R. S. Gordon and John T. 
Spence.  The twenty Keokukians were C. P. Birge (the first president of the group), A. E. 
Johnstone, Sam M. Clark, William Logan, Edmund Jaeger, William Ballinger, B. P. Taber, J. 
H. Cole, John N. Irwin, F. J. Weber, D. J. Ayres, George D. Rand, J. B. Weil, H. W. Huiskamp, 
James C. Davis, L. A. Hamill, C. H. Albers, W. B. Collins, James Cameron and T. F. Baldwin.  
Although only seven of the group were official directors of the company, it cannot be 
overstated the importance of there being such a large group of estimable businessmen who 
were willing to put their reputations on the line for such a risky venture.

The group immediately set about petitioning Congress for yet another franchise for 
a wing dam on the Mississippi.  One of their first contacts was with Col. B. F. Marsh, 
congressman from the western Illinois district in which Hamilton was located.  He 
adamantly informed the group that he would do nothing to assist them unless they 
reincorporated in Illinois.

On April 25, 1900, the company was reincorporated in Illinois, and on April 8, 1901, 
Congress passed a bill granting the company a franchise to construct a wing dam on the 
Illinois shore.

They then set about establishing the technical feasibility of the project and retained 
Lyman E. Cooley of Chicago, a noted hydraulic engineer, to come here, examine the 
grounds, make surveys and report on the probable cost and amount of energy that could 

be developed by building a wing dam.  
His report showed conclusively that the 
project would not be financially feasible.  
For one thing, because of the curve of 
the river above Keokuk, most of the 
river’s flow was against the Iowa side at 
the foot of the rapids.

Rather, Cooley recommended 
that the suggestion previously made 
by Montgomery Meigs, the Corps of 
Engineers superintendent of the Keokuk 
Canal, to build a dam fully across the 
river be carried out.  He felt that it could 
be a profitable project, if government 
approval could be obtained.

All of this was at their expense.  None 
of them was an engineer, nor did any 
of them know anything about power 
generation.  What made these men 
believe that they could do what no one 
else had succeeded in doing?

http://www.ksb.bank.com


A Toast to Liz Clark
 by Joy Wellington Tillis —a friend of many years, with love

TO ELIZABETH – our CARTIER OF FRIENDS

Elizabeth’s eulogy would not reveal her as linear or predictable…
flamboyant with flair, yet down to earth.
Contradictory in style:  a love for gardening and flowers,
yet she never minded the animals dining on her creations!

In the Sinatra days, there would be “Come Fly with Me” and
all things Cole Porter, soundtracking her years in the east in college:
This mademoiselle fashion plate had big ideas.

In times of peril, a Grand Marnier soufflé might be administered.
Food for all occasions.  Derby Days, and nights by the pool,
trips to New York, New Orleans or Chicago, and across the pond…
Moving quickly through airports, setting up book stalls, 
Bon Appetit vendor events.   

Julia Childs  once quipped “Ah Liz Clark, I must get down to her area 
for some Nauvoo bleu cheese on her stone ground bread!”  

Study in France.  Italy too. Cooking classes with Marcella Hazan.  
She saw and did it all.  Always with just the right dish or bowl, glass
or platter.  Or whisk!

She made time for authoring cookbooks… on bread making, cooking with
apples; also wrote many specialized articles for food magazines.

She was smart, funny, and a maverick. A big fish in the pond.  
A character with great substance who antied up and shared her wealths and talents.

With help, of course.  Sandy, the smart and stalwart businesswoman 
who as a friend and also in her employ, added her own artistry.      
And get this… she “spoke Liz!”

Then the many classmate friends: Rita, Donna, Susie, Carla,  John, Linda, 
Mike,  Neil, Mary, Terri, Brooke, Jane, Judy… and many others.

Doctors, dentists, teachers, and people of all professions would sign up for
her cooking trips;  sampling fine dining and shopping in unique markets
in various cities, to get the benefit of her expertise.

Fine points?  An incredible brain… she knew a great deal about the
geographic history of Keokuk, and the Des Moines river area.  And
food facts… she loved to explain the chemical reactions:  
acids and bases of dressings, why or not to mix certain substances.  
How to substitute ingredients might have been a chapter in a book to come.

Most importantly, in the end she was all about grace.  
She held her ground in her health choices, showed great courage 
in her pain, and love for her friends.
She made many choices which weren’t easy, then kept herself together   
with strength and beauty, even humor.
And she returned to the classics and was reading Homer, Victor Hugo and 
Flaubert in the last weeks.

There is a quote:  “Life is short, but it’s wide” … 
Liz lived a wide life.  People who are larger than life are difficult to 
just tuck away. You hear their words and re-live times with them, 
carry them with you, pull them out as their causes and efforts live on.

Long may she be remembered for her philanthropy – 
her contributions to life, the food community, the town of Keokuk, 
bettering the lives of her loving humans as well as feline friends.
TO LIZ!

Elizabeth Margaret Clark, known 
to all as Liz, passed away on 
Monday, August 26 at the Montrose 
Health Center.  She was a regular 
contributor to the Confluence.  A 
schedule of  her cooking classes, a 
favorite recipe, and her musings 
could be found in most every issue.  
Liz played a truly unique role in 
our community and will be sorely 
missed by many.
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October Days
 by Mary Lee Maxwell
 
Oh these precious of autumn
'Ere the leaves begin to fall!
The air like wine, the skies so blue,
The wood thrush's farewell call!

The hillside bright with goldenrod
And the asters' purple glow
The flaming leaves of red and gold
Above the river's flow!

The sumac's dyed a deep, dark red,
The cattails sober brown,
The milkweed pods are bursting
With their soft, white fluffy down!

Day is done and the dying sun
Set the west ablaze
the harvest moon lights up the sky
These are October days!
    
   October, 1963 22

Old Mansions
 by Mary Lee Maxwell
 
I love old deserted mansions
Gracious homes of long ago
Their mystery and silence
Intrigue and haunt me so

I people them with phantoms
Their hopes and loves and dreams
I see tragedy and romance-
So real to me it seems

That thru the spacious rooms I see
The ghosts of by-gone years
I feel their joys, their happiness
Their longings and their fears

I see the tiny little ones
With shining, tumbled curls
I see the youth with starry eyes
And lovely, laughing girls

The old house echoes with their fun
The rafters fairly ring
As loving friends, both young and old
Laugh and dance and sing.

Long years have passed and silence reigns
And dust is everywhere
The great wide halls deserted now-
Just shadows linger there.

   January, 1963
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The River Speaks
 by Joy Wellington Tillis

I
And so the river might say,   “I am.
If you are climbing up my muddy bank to get away, so be it.
If you are viewing my beauty, that is what you see of me.
If you fear me, I cannot change you.
If you love to swim in me or ski on my waves,
you are your own pilot;  I cannot save you and will only
accept you if you give yourself to me.
It is you who acts on me, watches me, and tries to
tame me.  I will be what I am. I just am.”

II
The rain falls heavily,  and my banks swell.
I spread out on the farmlands of Missouri and
share all that is me, sprawling in repose
until the crest slowly sucks me back into my borders.

The snow and ice halt my motion.  In 1905, I froze solid
in St. Louis, extremely rare so far south.  Bless the
channel cutters, who enter my solid mass for navigation.

When my water level drops in drought,
barges and boats tip and tilt drunkenly on my shores.
Then I look haggard as an old soul who has dried out.
Floating logs, trees and driftwood add to my sad look;
many barges are too big and heavy for my waters,
loaded with coal, oil, corn and grains, even cement.
Often in the past I wish I could tell the powers that act
on my behalf  “don’t mess with my flow.”

There are islands in my stream, amidst  my superhighway.
Take a spin on my water and feel the wind in your entire being.
The wind plays on my waves and together, we make white-caps.
I cut a living swath down the middle of this great nation.
Pray for me, keep me rolling gently for your grandchildren.

      © 2013

http://www.statecentralbank.com
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Yellow Leaves
 by Linda Tracy

   

I    used to love the yellow leaves best in fall.  In the treetops, they seem to linger like undulating 
gossamer scarves, rivaling the golden sunlight for best of show against clear blue September 

skies.  Only heavy frost released them from their vigil.  They were the last sentinel before the 
reaping.  Funny… what I thought then, when I was a kid of eleven….  Now… I like red leaves. 
Those bring me happiness because they are expected first and are so plentiful.

In 1958, my autumn duties included raking our front yard.  I would put this task off as 
long as possible in order to make grand mounds of various colors and pretend I was Queen 
of the Mountain.  Jumping from one pile to another and scattering most of what I had 
gathered was a diversion of utmost pleasure.  The last week of October in Southern Illinois 
brought down the yellow leaves… gypsy gold.  I folded them into my grandmother’s old 
suitcase and pretended I had recovered a treasure and was rich.  And rich I was… giving 
handfuls away to my friends to buy dresses from my grandmother’s attic in a make-believe 
store on our porch.  That all changed one afternoon when my father's ultimatum was 
ignored, and I wasn’t really raking as I had been told, just playing again.  My Dad was not a 
man to be trifled with, under any circumstances.  So, when he came out with another rake 
and a can of kerosene, I figured “I was in for it now!”

Without a word he slowly drew his aluminum rake back and forth through the wettest 
leaves under the bushes.  The tines tangled and stuck every other stroke in the soggy brown 
muck, and his face puckered into a scowl.  This prompted me to attempt conversation, 
possibly as a way of softening the rebuke that I knew was evidentially coming.  “I love the 
yellow leaves, don’t you?” I expected an offhanded remark like, “Sure, but I’m dealing with 
the brown ones….  They’re like biscuit dough;” or “What the heck is taking you so long out 
here? Are you waiting for Frosty the Snowman to knit sweaters out of frozen leaves for the 
entire family, for heaven’s sake?” Instead, he pulled up his rake and leaned one arm over 
the handle. Then he bit his lip and said, “Nope! Hate the yellow leaves… because of Aunt 
Orffie….”  Then he started raking again.  “Always been glad she really wasn’t my real aunt,” 
he said shaking his head.

Aunt Orffie….  Oh, my gosh!  I remember looking for her.  We traipsed all over Jellico, 
Kentucky, trying to find her grave.  We all got chiggers, flea bites, poison ivy, and sunburned, 
but we never found Aunt Orffie.  Dad was sure we were looking on the right hill because all 
the unreadable road signs were blasted with shotgun holes just like he remembered and there 
was a huge locust tree right on the hill’s summit.  But Aunt Orffie refused to show us where 
she was buried.

Dad always said she was the meanest woman ever lived and “a grotesquely homely 
woman with a cherry picker nose…."  (By this he meant she could hold the fruit tree limb 
down with her proboscis and pick with both hands!)  She had thin grey hair always tied 
up in a severe bun, and a neck like a turkey wattle which bounced up and down when she 

yelled… and she yelled all the 
time.  She had been married 
twice to the same man. He ran 
off once out of desperation.  
But eventually he came back 
to brew his corn whiskey, for 
which he had a voracious 
craving.  (Dad said anyone 
who lived with Aunt Orffie 
drank out of shear preservation 
of mind.)  For a week after he 
married her the second time 
she put hot pepper juice in 
his underwear….just so he’d 
remember “It was for better or 
worse… this time!”

Continued on Page 25
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Aunt Orffie strangled old Harve’s cat because it ate a 
couple of her baby chicks.  Then she fried the cat and sent 
it over to its master as a warning to keep his animals out 
of her yard.  She’d dig mountain herbs, a hazardous trade 
back then, and take them to market for “peddlin’.”  Trick 
was to gouge out an herb root with a sharp stick, and kill 
a sneaky copperhead with the same stick without breaking 
rhythm or getting bit.  Aunt Orffie made short work of three 
copperheads and a rattler a day in season.  (Fried them 
too, she did!)  When her husband was shot in the back one 
rainy night while running moonshine, it was Aunt Orffie 
who found him on the river bank.  She was so frugal; she 
patched up the bullet holes in his coat and bartered with the 
undertaker to take it for partial payment for her man’s coffin.  
(The undertaker finally gave in just to get away from her 
heckling.)  The woman was a legend in the back hills because 
she never gave her word without honoring it and she was as 
mean as the snakes she killed.  So, now this brings us back 
to…. the yellow leaves.

“Dad,” I asked him while I still raked, “why did we go hunt 
for Aunt Orffie if she wasn’t your relation? You never said.”

“I’ll tell you… but it’s getting late. Keep raking,” he said.  
“Aunt Orffie terrorized every kid she knew on All Saints Day 
(which was set aside for Orffie’s yearly visit.) Parents looked 
upon her hostile message as a healthy dose of castor oil for 
their children’s souls. She’d dress up, an old hag in black, and 
march from farm to farm preaching the gospel… swinging 
a ragged broom and foisting branches of yellow-gold leaves 
in our faces, and yell “O ye sinners! Sweep away the greed 
from your rancid hearts… and covet not your neighbor’s 
golden idols…  Or you will be damned in the great fire on the 
other side!!!”  We kids feared her as much as we feared God 
Almighty… and sometimes we even got the two mixed up.  
And I was such a sinner then.  I coveted everything:  Bobbie’s 
store bought sled, the bat that Jim’s Dad made him, and the 
cat’s eye marbles that Willie kept in a red leather bag.  I just 
knew I had one foot heating up in the great fire already.

"Early on that last Halloween, while she was preaching to 
me and my sister about our evil ways she clutched her chest 
and keeled over.  It scared sis and me out of our wits… her 
snatching at us with her boney fingers… and banging her 
feet against the floor writhing.  We thought she was speaking 
in tongues and screaming for God to take us with her to the 
great beyond.  My Paw dashed out of his chair but didn’t 
know what to do for her, so he asked if she had her house 
in order and how she wanted to be laid out.  Clutching him 
by his suspenders, she told him to bury her in the very black 
dress she had on with a branch of her favorite yellow leaves 
and her broom.  She wanted everyone living on the hill to 
come over for the lamentation and to take home a chicken 
after they prayed for her soul.  But next she said, 'Remind all 
the sinners in attendance that I always keep my word, and I’ll 
come back for any scoundrel who even thinks of taking two 
chickens!' And with those words, she died!

“The neighbor ladies put Aunt Orffie on her divan for 
viewing in her black dress with a branch of her favorite 
yellow leaves and tattered broom that very evening just as she 
requested. They tried to make her look as pleasant as possible, 
(which would have taken a miracle) but could not cover her 

thimble-sized warts, her stern, crooked mouth, or her bushy 
eyebrows.  Word was sent out quickly. In those last weeks of 
Indian summer in the Kentucky mountains, the days were 
still very warm and it would not do to wait to bury her. 

"Many people came to say goodbye to Aunt Orffie, drink 
a cup of cold sassafras tea, and gossip.  But truth was, most 
were probably glad they had seen the last of the old crone 
and came for their promised chicken.  As a custom, at the 
end of the evening, the mourners proceeded with candles 
past the body to say their final farewells (likely counting the 
minutes until the ordeal was over and mentally salivating over 
the lard-dolloped, fluffy mashed potatoes and tasty roast bird 
they’d have the very next day).  The last in line was kindly, 
old Harve, Orffie’s traumatized neighbor. Almost 100 years 
old, he trotted gaily by the corpse, winked and said, 'Well 
old girl… got any more nasty things to say about my cats?  I 
think NOT!  You old bat!'  Whereas, suddenly, Aunt Orffie 
sat bolt upright, brandishing those yellow leaves like an evil 
lightning bolt.  Horrified, candles fell from mourners’ hands 
amid the ladies’ long skirts almost causing a catastrophe.  
Luckily someone ran and got the huge bowl of sassafras tea 
and dowsed everyone including Orffie with it.  Amid the 
howls of the frightened fleeing the room, Aunt Orffie fell off 
the divan and appeared, once again, to be dead.  Trembling 
and wet, now outside the cabin, only a few folks had the 
nerve to remain.  Most ran for their lives; their wagons and 
their horses already disappearing in the October dust before 
Paw could right Orffie back on the divan.  Of these few brave 
souls, only half had the gumption to go into the coop and 
take a chicken. 

For three days sis and I walked over and fed the hapless 
birds.  During that time only three more people collected 
their hard-won reward.  At last Orffie’s chicken scraps were 
running out, so my Paw insisted we go over and round up 
the four remaining hens and bring them home before they 
froze.  There was no use in letting them starve to death at 
Orffie’s when they could be fed and warm in our shed, and 
eventually, eaten."

“So,” I said, “what made Aunt Orrfie sit up like that?”
“I didn’t know it then, but this is natural and happens 

sometimes:  the muscles contract after death.”
"But you still haven’t told me why we all went to look for 

Aunt Orffie?”
“Aunt Orffie never broke her word.  She said she’d be 

back… and sis and I took four chickens home between 
us.  Sometimes on Halloween, especially when the yellow 
leaves begin to fall, I can still hear her screaming in the wind 
"I’m coming for you… you scoundrel!”  And, just knowing 
where she lies buried… might have given me a little peace.  
That’s why I’m so worried about you,” he said casually, still 
gathering up leaves.

“I don’t understand,” I said, my teeth chattering in 
response to his chilling words.

“Well, Orffie’s just mean enough to come get you to spite 
me."  The wind shifted and he stopped to look behind him, 
“So rake a little faster… if she can’t find her yellow leaves… 
she might wait until next year.”  Dad poured kerosene on the 
colorful mounds and smiled as the flames warmed our faces. 
“Then again… she still has her broom.”
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Fishing Lessons
 by Tom Gardner

For John, who likes to fish and who wants his stories to end happily.  
Spoiler Alert:  this one ends with a smile.

    

T      he summer after I 
turned fourteen I 

was supposed to go to this 
French camp some place in 
France.  It was a wonderful 
opportunity; both my parents 
had assured me of this, just 
as they had with every other 
summer camp they had sent 
me to since I was seven years 
old.  The first two or three 
had been day camps, but 
since then I had lived away 
from home for most of each 
summer vacation.  I know 
now that getting me out of 
the house was one of their 
two purposes.  The other was 
to prepare me, in some small 
way, for a good college, to be 
followed by a good graduate 
school, to be followed by a position at my father's investment bank, with the eventual goal 
of a partnership at that bank.  Have you ever read Poe's "Descent into the Maelstrom"?  
Substitute expensive deep pile carpeting for the rushing water and you have a perfect 
representation of my life to come.

I didn't go to that French summer camp because of a timely and mysterious illness that 
came over me three days before I was to fly out of O'Hare and lasted for most of the next 
two weeks.  By the time I was well 
enough to travel, nearly every 
exclusive, expensive summer camp 
in the country had either filled or 
had already started.  And so I was 
sent to spend the summer with my 
Uncle Mike and Aunt Catherine, 
who lived in a small southeastern 
Iowa town on the west bank of the 
Mississippi River.  Mike only needed 
to work part time, selling insurance, 
because he was drawing disability 
pay for a wound he received in 
Korea during the "police action."  He 
got a lot of insurance business from 
his fellow veterans, too, who always 
spoke to him with the greatest 
deference and respect.  In fact, I 
never knew what a war hero he was 
until I went to his funeral twenty-
some years later. 

mailto:kjk.attorney@yahoo.com


Keokuk Cultural & 
  Entertainment 
    District 

Dining in the District

• Fiesta Jalisco - 706 Main St.
• First Wok - 300 Main St.
• Harrington’s Restaurant -
 18 S. 5th St.
• Lumpy’s Tap & Grill -
 820 Main St.
• River City Restaurant -
 205 Main St.
• The Cellar - 29 S. 2nd St.

Cultural Assets in the District
  1 • Courtyard Books 
  2 • Estes Park
  3 • Gateway Park 
  4 • Grand Theatre
  5 • Katie John House
  6 • Keokuk Art Center
  7 • Keokuk Public Library
  8 • Lee Co. Historical 
 Society Museum
  9 • Plaza Cinemas
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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.
• Fort Worth Cafe - 
 526 S. 5th St.
• Great Wall Star -
 1729 Main St.
• Hawkeye Restaurant -
 105 N. Park Drive
• Java River - 1000 Main St.
• Lala’s California Cookin’ -
 1314 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 • Riverview Park
E • Keokuk Depot
F • Geo. M. Verity Riverboat Museum
G • Victory Park / Gen. Curtis statue
H • Observation Deck (100 yr old bridge)
I • Lock and Dam 19 27



October
  1-31  • Drawings by Lydia O'Neal, Keokuk Art Center Exhibit, Round Room, Library
       2  • Wednesday Children's Story Hour,  October 2, 9, 16, 23 & 30, 10 - 11 am, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Library
  • Wednesday Afternoon Movie, October 2, 9, 16, 23 & 30, 2:30 - 4 pm, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Library 
        • Dishing About Books discusses The Light Between Oceans by M.L. Stedman, 
   7:30 - 8:30 pm, lower level, Keokuk Library
  • Bullis-Rutter Big Band, 8 - 10 pm,  Hawkeye Restaurant
       3  • Thursday Children's Story Hour, October 3, 10, 24 & 31, 10 - 11 am, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Library
  • KHS Homecoming Parade, 6 pm, beginning at the River City Mall
  • The Relativity of Albert Einstein, Duffy Hudson's one 
   man show, 6 - 7 pm, Round Room,  Library 
       5  • Farmer's Market, 7 - 11 am, 
   River City Mall Parking Lot
	 	•	A	Moveable	Feast,	"Edgar	Allan	Poe,"	6 - 10 pm, 
   sponsored by the Community Cultural Partnership
       7  • Game On, October 7, 14, 21 & 28, 3:30 - 5 pm, 
   Round Room, Library
     10  • Free Movie Night, feature TBA, 6 pm, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Library, sponsored by the KPL Foundation
     11  • TSQG: Projects, Munchies & Sewing, 9 am - 3 pm, 
   Art Center, lower level, Library
     12  • Farmer's Market and Pumpkin Contest, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
  • Chief Keokuk Statue Centennial Celebration, 8 am - 6 pm, Rand Park
	 	•	PTO	Carnival,	Keokuk Catholic Schools, 5 - 8 pm, 2981 Plank Rd
  • Comedy Night at L-Treyns with Spenser James, 9:30 pm, 1108 Main    
     15  • Photo Tour of Austria and the Czech Republic, 6:30 - 8pm, Round Room, Library
  • Tri-State Quilter's Guild meeting, 7 pm, Art Center, lower level, Keokuk Library  
     17  • RAP Breakfast, Keokuk Chamber of Commerce, 7 am, The Hawkeye 
  • Wreaths for the Fall Season by Liz Barker, 1 pm, lower level, 
   Keokuk Library, sponsored by the Keokuk Garden Club, public welcome
     18  • BPW Pancake Breakfast, 6 am - 2 pm & 4 -7 pm, River City Mall
  • Lydia O'Neal Reception, sponsored by the Art Center, 5 - 7 pm, Round Room, Library
     19  • Fright Night, Keokuk Parks and Recreation Board, 4 - 7 pm, Rand Park
	 	•	Celtic	Storm	Irish	Dancers,	5:30 pm; Young Gunz Concert, 6 - 8 pm, 
   Rand Park Pavilion
     24  • Charlie Albright, Pianist, Keokuk Concert Association, 7:30 pm, Grand Theatre
     26  • Crave Teen Event, sponsored by Crossview Fellowship, 7 - 9 pm, Grand Theatre
     31  • Open Computer Lab, 5:30 - 7:30 pm, ICN Room, Keokuk Library
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November
  1-31  • Mixed Media by Kent Hilgenbrinck, Keokuk Art Center Exhibit, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Library
       2  • Holly Trolley Christmas Tea and Bazaar, KAH Auxiliary, 9 am - 2 pm, 
   First Christian Church
       4  • Game On, November 4, 18 & 25, 3:30 - 5 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Library
       6  • Dishing About Books discussion, book TBA, 7:30 - 8:30 pm, 
   lower level, Keokuk Library
  • Bullis-Rutter Big Band, 8 - 10 pm,  Hawkeye Restaurant
       7  • Thursday Children's Story Hour, November 7, 14 & 21, 10 - 11 am, Keokuk Library 
       8  • TSQG: Projects, Munchies & Sewing, 9 am - 3 pm,
   Art Center, lower level, Library
   8-9  • Father of the Bride, Great River Players Fall Show, 
   7:30 pm, Grand Theatre
     10   • Father of the Bride, Great River Players Fall Show, 
   2 pm, Grand Theatre 
     13  • Wednesday Children's Story Hour,  November 13 & 20, 
   10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Library
  • Wednesday Afternoon Movie, November 13 & 20, 
   2:30 - 4 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Library
     14  • Free Movie Night, feature TBA, 6 pm, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Library, sponsored by the KPL Foundation
     15  • You're a Good Man Charlie Brown, KHS Fall Play, 
   7:30 pm, Grand Theatre
     16  • You're a Good Man Charlie Brown, KHS Fall Play, 
   2:30 pm, Grand Theatre  
	 	•	Festival	of	Trees, Keokuk Art Center Fundraiser, 
   7:30 pm, Baymont Inn  
     19  • Tri-State Quilter's Guild meeting, 7 pm, 
   Art Center, lower level, Keokuk Library
     21  • RAP Breakfast, Keokuk Chamber of Commerce,
    7 am, The Hawkeye
  • Conservation Program by Tom Buckley, 1 pm, lower level,
   Keokuk Library, sponsored by the Keokuk Garden Club, 
   public welcome  
  • Open Computer Lab, 5:30- 7:30 pm, ICN Room, Keokuk Library
     28  • City of Christmas Display of Lights, opens and runs through 
   December 26th, Rand Park  
     29  •  Plaid Friday, Main Street Retail event, Downtown Keokuk 
     30  • Small Business Saturday, Main Street Retail event, Downtown Keokuk 

mailto:carole@courtyardbookstore.com
http://www.vigenmemorialhome.com


December
  1-26  • City of Christmas Display of Lights, Rand Park
  1-30  • Pieces from the Art Center's Permanent Collection, 
   Keokuk Art Center Exhibit, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Library 
       2  • Game On, December 2, 9, 16, 23 & 30, 3:30 - 5 pm, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Library
       4  • Wednesday Children's Story Hour,  December 4 & 11, 
   10 - 11 am, Keokuk Library
  • Wednesday Afternoon Movie, December 4, 11 & 18, 2:30 pm, 
   Keokuk Library 
  • Dishing About Books discussion, book TBA, 7:30 - 8:30 pm, 
   lower level, Keokuk Library 
  • Bullis-Rutter Big Band, 8 - 10 pm,  Hawkeye Restaurant
       5  • Thursday Children's Story Hour, December 5 & 12, 
   10 - 11 am, Keokuk Library 
       6  • Puttin' on the Glitz, 4 - 9 pm, Downtown Keokuk  
       7  • Raeann Dance Benefit, time TBA, Grand Theatre
     10  • Home Free A Capella Christmas Show, 
   Keokuk Concert Association, 7:30 pm, Grand Theatre
     12  • Free Movie Night, feature TBA, 6 pm, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Library, sponsored by the KPL Foundation
     13  • TSQG: Projects, Munchies & Sewing, 9 am - 3 pm,
   Art Center, lower level, Library
     14  • Wreaths Across America Remembrance Ceremony, 
   11 am, Keokuk National Cemetery
       • Sing for Your Supper, KHS Show Choir Soup Cook-Off, 
   5  - 8 pm, performance at 7 pm, Keokuk Middle School

     15  • Keokuk Garden Club Christmas Luncheon, 1 pm, 
   lower level, Keokuk Library, public welcome, fee
     16  • Keokuk High School Winter Concert, 7:30 - 9:30 pm, 
   Grand Theatre
     17  • Tri-State Quilter's Guild meeting, 7 pm, 
   Art Center, lower level, Keokuk Library
  • Keokuk High School Winter Jazz Concert, 7:30 pm, 
   KHS Cafeteria
     21  • Unlimited Dance Winter Recital, time TBA, Grand Theatre
     26  • Open Computer Lab, 5:30 pm - 7:30 pm, ICN Room, 
   Keokuk Library
     30  • Eve of the Eve Dinner Dance, sponsored by the 
   Fine Arts Council, time and location TBA

    

In order to add an event to this calendar, contact Carole Betts at carole@courtyardbookstore.com.  
Updates will be made semi-monthly.  To advertise in the Confluence, please contact Bill Vandersall 
at billjudyvan@gmail.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. 30
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http://www.conncommunications.com


The folk music scene in Detroit was taking 
off, and nights found him singing in saloons and 
coffeehouses.  By 1965, he was performing at 
Detroit clubs like the Chessmate and The Retort, 
bumping shoulders with the likes of Mama Cass, 
Jose Feliciano, Tom Rush, Gordon Lightfoot, 
Ramblin’ Jack Elliot, Odetta, and Buffy St. Marie. 
He quit his day job and focused on music.  

In Toronto, on his first out of town gig, Chuck 
met Canadian songwriter Joni Anderson from 
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.  He found his new friend 
work on his circuit of Michigan clubs, and Joni 
made the magic journey (it was by train actually) to 
the US folk scene.

After a whirlwind romance and little more than 
thirty-six hours spent together, Chuck said “why 
not”, and proposed.   And Joni said yes.  So Chuck 
and Joni Mitchell played the folk club circuit and gin 
rummy until they divorced in 1968. 

  Meanwhile, Chuck lived in Coconut Grove, 
Florida then Santa Monica, California, went back to Michigan (for six months as a talk show 
host for WXYZ-TV in Detroit) and wound up in Greeley, Colorado. 

As the nation’s taste in music changed and the folk clubs closed, Chuck moved on to 
house concerts, and residencies (as a singer and guest lecturer) at various colleges around 
the country, one being Western Illinois University in Macomb.  After his third visit to WIU, 
when it came time to head home to Greeley, Chuck decided to trade the tedium of Interstate 
80 for the leisurely byways of the Heartland. 

Why not?
So it was that on a golden afternoon in September, 1979, Chuck found himself headed 

west on US 136, waiting in line at the Hamilton-Keokuk bridge while a barge locked through 
on its way downriver.  Curious about the houses he saw clustered along the Keokuk bluffs, 
Chuck rumbled across the old metal bridge and took the first right up the hill to the foot of 
Concert Street.  Concert Street appealed to the musician in him, so he turned left, climbed 
another block, and came upon a tall brick house with a For Sale sign in its yard.  

He jotted down the realtor’s phone number.  Had he backtracked and headed out of town 
on Main Street, that probably would have been the end of his Keokuk adventure. Instead, he 
zig zagged his way along the bluff to Grand Avenue, around Rand Park, then on up River 
Road.  By the time he’d reached Montrose, he was thoroughly intrigued by what he’d seen.  

And it hit, again.  Why not?  He didn’t know a soul, 
but he felt drawn to this place.  Why not buy a tall brick 
house overlooking the Mississippi.  He’d never owned a 
house before.  Three visits and three months later, he did.

With Keokuk his new base, Chuck continued to travel 
and perform.   He made several appearances on “Prairie 
Home Companion”, including one when he arrived in 
St. Paul by speedboat from La Crosse, Wisconsin, having 
spent 3 nights camping along the Mississippi River, and 
took a taxi from the marina to the theater just in time for 
the show.  “Garrison really liked that,” Chuck says.  

Chuck’s stage credits include Professor Harold Hill 
in The Music Man (twice), Woody Guthrie in Woody 
Guthrie’s American Song, Carl Sandburg, Bertolt 
Brecht, and repertory theatre in the US and the UK.  
He’s also sung countless public school concerts and 
shows for seniors at meal sites and nursing homes around 
the country.  

31Continued on Page 32

Why Not: Continued from Page 2

1965, Chuck quits his day job, 
and turns pro.  This is one of 
his first rustic folkie promo 
photos.  Photo by Bettie Shields Wagner 

1970, Chuck plays 
Laertes in the Globe Of 
The Great Southwest 
(Odessa Texas) 
production of “Hamlet”.  
He now thinks his 
acting career may have 
been derailed by the 
pantaloons.    GlobeSW  Photo

1978, Chuck tries out a new guitar technique. 
Photo by Jef Fisk
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In Keokuk, he’s sung for Grand Theatre fundraisers, for bus tours and school kids and the 2000 
Gore/Lieberman Presidential Campaign when Al and Joe came through town.   

For the 1990 edition of Rollin’ On The River, Keokuk Junction Railroad’s Rich Taylor brought up 
the beautifully restored Chief Keokuck Club Car from St. Louis.  Jim Wells, ROTR’s show organizer, 
who’s also good at saying “Why not?”, invited Chuck to team up with Keokuk native David Marion 
and do a club car show of Mark Twain stories and Stephen Foster songs.  On the spot, the two 
concocted the first rough and ready version of what became Mr. Foster & Mr. Twain.  Their club car 
audience loved it.  And it grew into a full length performance of Stories and Songs in The Great 
American Tradition.  Chuck and David have performed 
their homemade show in theatres (three times at the 
Grand) across the Midwest for the last twenty years.

A few years ago, with the help of owners Terry and 
Karen Sparrow, Chuck tried to start a weekend folk 
club at the 4th Street Café.   It didn’t work.  “You need 
a critical mass of folks who like folk music,” Chuck says. 
“Keokuk doesn’t quite have it.”

Recently, Chuck has found a home away from home 
at The Cafe Paradiso in Fairfield, Iowa, where he often 
performs.  He is working hard at his music, practicing 
more and writing new songs.  “I love what I’m doing now, 
it’s different somehow and I want to keep working on it.”

And why not?  His recent work here has gotten great 
reviews.  This past July, he sang for The Friends Of Main 
Street Keokuk at their annual summer fundraiser.  On 
October 5th he’ll be taking part in the Community 
Cultural Partnership’s Moveable Feast.  

Chuck’s wife of many years lives in Wisconsin, by 
a lake at the end of a long driveway, where their two 
children were born and raised.  “They’re country 
kids, like me,” Chuck says, “but their mom got them 
started making music early, when they were five, with 
itty-bitty violins.”  Now accomplished young adults, 
their daughter doubled in English and music and is a 
concert violist, and their son – “he reads scores like I 
read emails” – is finishing a degree in math and “composing music for alt rappers.  That’s what I call 
it.  He calls it ‘making beats’."   

As for his other connections to Keokuk, they are deep, and some have been difficult.  Many 
of the old buildings that drew him here are no longer standing – the Friendly House and the Old 
Middle School for example – in spite of his and other’s intense efforts to save them.  One small but 
important structure, the Bawden House at 23 North 3rd, is still standing and finally receiving the 
attention it deserves.

Chuck has put his own blood, sweat and money into some places.  In 1996, after 16 happy years 
of travel, and music, and work on his own brick house, “built foursquare on the compass in 1879 by 
steamboat captain Abraham Martin Hutchenson,”  Chuck found out that another brick house he’d 
always fancied, just down the street at 110 N 2nd, was about to be torn down.  

That bothered him.  110 N 2nd had an extraordinary history.  It had begun as a modest two 
story built in 1850 by wholesale grocer John Cleghorn.  Then in 1852 Cleghorn engaged William 
Harrison Folsom, a Mormon engineer, to make his little house into a big house.  Folsom had worked 
on the Erie Canal before coming to Nauvoo, Illinois, and his crew jacked the Cleghorn house up off 
its foundation with several dozen screw jacks and timber cribbing, raising it a foot or so a day, and 
gradually laid a new first story under the original 2 to make a 3 story house.  They also attached 
two (3 story, 2 story) additions to the rear of the elevated original structure.   Folsom’s ingenious 
engineering had created a frontier mansion.

Chuck believed that demolishing the Cleghorn house would erase a unique and  irreplaceable 
piece of Keokuk.  Could he save it?

Why not?  He bought the Cleghorn house, hired mason John West and carpenter Dan Dawkins 
and a lot of others and they gutted, steam-cleaned and restored the structure, photo-documenting 
every structural clue of its peculiar past in the process.  “So we know it’s not a local legend, it actually 
happened,” Chuck says.   

Continued from Page 31

Continued on Page 33

1992- Mark Twain and Stephen Foster size one another 
up during yet another return to Earth from the 
Cosmos.  “It’s cold out there, and boring”, says Foster.  
“We come back to have fun.”  “I need a new hat” says 
Twain.  This night they show up at Meyers Courtyard to 
sing songs and tell stories and have their picture taken 
by Randy Hill.
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Chuck didn’t realize it, but his easygoing life was changing.  The Cleghorn house was a 
labor of love, and a major investment.  Before he had time to consider that and weigh the 
consequences, word of his “why not” accomplishment spread.  “I was off to the races, busy 
as hell.  I even had to quit drinking.”  (He never resumed.) 

In 1997 he was persuaded to join the Keokuk Historic Preservation Commission by then 
Chair Dana McCredie.  McCredie had just received an “adopt it or we’ll demolish it” letter 
from the Department of Veterans Affairs and Chuck became the project manager of the 
KHPC’s newest project, stabilization of the Superintendent’s Lodge at the National Cemetery.   

In 2004, when Gary Folluo left to become a county supervisor, Chuck became KHPC 
Chair, and he soon got the Commission involved in more “hands-on” activities.  The 
Commission acquired four derelict properties, intending to repair two and dismantle two 
and salvage and save building materials that would otherwise be crushed to rubble by 
trackhoe and trucked to the landfill.   The KHPC salvage crews were paid with a DNR 
SWAP (Solid Waste Alternative Program) grant and City of Keokuk demolition funds.  The 
salvaged building materials were then sold at the KHPC’s Preservation Salvage store.  

All too soon the pressure from the City to finish and clear sites, and to get rid of 
“unsightly” materials grew intense.  “We had a real salvage operation going, generating too 
much stuff to sell in the time we had to sell it,” Chuck says.  “We ran out of places to store 
it.  And we couldn’t demolish the houses fast enough to satisfy the City. We ended up selling 
really valuable lumber by the trailer load for practically nothing.” 

“I did what I thought made sense, but that turned out to be controversial,” Chuck says, 
“and it sure made some folks unhappy.  Our salvage operation made full time jobs for 
workers, but we had ‘part time’ money to pay them, and volunteers couldn’t fill the gap.  
That was too bad, because diverting good building material from landfills is what we need to 
do.  Just ask the DNR.  Trouble is, nobody wants to pay for, or wait for, doing the job right.  
So now we’re back to wham bam Trackhoe Sam.”

Chuck ran out of maneuvering room.  He left the Commission in 2010, after 12 years, 
when Mayor Tom Marion suggested, then insisted, it was time.  It was also time to lose his 
seat on the Board of Adjustment.  Ironically, he’d been appointed to it in 2005 by Mayor 
Dave Gudgel, because Gudgel felt the BOA needed Chuck’s “independent point of view.” 

For its part, the City ignored the KHPC’s $10,000 grant contract with the DNR to divert 
demolition waste from the landfill, and contracted on its 
own to have the KHPC’s last building, a large brick house 
at 715 S 7th, crammed with salvaged lumber and millwork, 
demolished and trucked to the landfill.  

Whatever.
Though he readily admits that plenty of other Keokuk 

buildings in varying states of disrepair still call out to him, 
Chuck says “I think I’m done.  Should I have listened in the 
first place?  Or was I chasing my tail for 15 years?  I guess 
time will tell.  Either way,  I’ve gotta move on”.  

And move on he has.  The years have made him a bit 
retrospective and he’s thinking about what he wants to leave 
behind.  “It’s time to sort and shuck.  I’d prefer not to leave 
a legacy of run down real estate.”  

Given all the years he’s been a singer, Chuck has few 
albums to his credit.  His first priority now is to record 
“my own stuff” and get it online and CD.  He plans to 
collaborate with his son.  “Will wants to work with me on 
my songs, which is terrific.  And I need his ear.  It’s right 
now, and he has a gift for making music”.  

Meanwhile, Chuck plays his guitar, and eats his greens, 
and works out, and swims laps – “I wouldn’t be around today if it weren’t for the Hoerner 
YMCA”.  He fully expects to be ready to say, “Why not?”  another time or two.

The Blue Tail Flies — Chuck and his son, Will, 
sharing Chuck's stylish post cataract surgey 
eyewear. 
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Miracle No. 2
When they were convinced the wing dam project was not 

feasible, they decided to double down and go for a grander 
scheme—build a dam across the largest river in North 
America.   What they contemplated would require the largest 
construction project in the history of the world up to that 
time.  They worked ceaselessly over the next three years until 
their project was proposed in the U. S. House in January 
of 1905.  However, a Representative Baker from Brooklyn 
objected, and since the House rules required that the measure 
pass the appropriate committee unanimously, it was stymied.  
Once again, instead of conceding defeat, they personally 
worked behind the scenes to get their friends in Congress to 
convince Representative Baker to rescind his objection.

On February 9, 1905, President Theodore Roosevelt 
signed the bill granting the franchise to dam the river.

Feeling at the limit of what they could do themselves, 
the investors prepared a prospectus package describing 
the project and sent it to over 5000 people throughout the 
U.S., Canada, Europe and Australia whom they thought 
might be interested in undertaking such a project.  This was 
long before the invention of copying machines or airmail.  
Overseas mail went by boat.  Just the effort to produce 5000 
prospectuses by hand seems an insurmountable task today.

After over two months, not a single satisfactory response 
had been received when they received a telegram from a 
Hugh L. Cooper of New York whom they had not heard of 
before.  After a brief exchange of telegrams, Cooper came 
to Keokuk to discuss the project in detail.  On September 
13, 1905, Dadant, Irwin, Johnstone and Logan accompanied 
Mr. Cooper to Niagara Falls, where he was building a large 
hydraulic plant.  After only one day, the local men agreed, 
in return for $20,000 (over $500,000 in 2013 dollars), the 
approximate amount they had expended up to that point, to 
give a Toronto syndicate represented by Cooper a two year 
option to take over their franchise.

During that time, the Toronto syndicate was to do 
the necessary surveys, preliminary engineering and cost 
estimates to determine if they still wished to proceed.  If at 
that time they wished to proceed, they could take over the 
franchise and execute the project with no further payment 
to the founders.  If they did not wish to proceed, they had to 
turn over to the founders all their work at no further cost.

Almost two years later, after much preparatory work, 
the syndicate lost its financial backing due to the financial 
crisis brought on by the massive losses incurred in the San 
Francisco earthquake.  The local group then released the 
syndicate from its obligations and made a new contract with 
Cooper individually.

Cooper’s next attempt to finance the venture led him 
to associate with V. N. Powelson, who had resigned the 
presidency of Union Electric Light & Power in St. Louis.  
Their plan was to negotiate a contract with the owner of 
Union Electric and other St. Louis public utility companies 
for the long-term supply of a large amount of electrical 
power.  They would then use this contract to attract 
investors who would pay for the construction of the project. Continued on Page 35

An Unbelievable Project: Continued from Page 20 The St. Louis utilities agreed to buy the energy, with 
sales to start on July 1, 1913.  The contract included a 
penalty clause for late completion.  The utilities also agreed 
to finance the project but later backed out, leaving Cooper 
and Powelson with the power supply contract, a penalty 
clause and no financial backing.

Powelson went to London to find English capital and 
Cooper negotiated with groups in New York and Boston.  
Neither had any success.  Under the terms of the federal 
franchise, construction had to start by February 9, 1910 
(five years from its signing), or the franchise would be void.  
Late in 1909, Cooper reached agreement with a consortium 
of investors put together by Stone & Webster of Boston 
to finance the contract.  Having been doing the necessary 
engineering over the preceding five years at his expense, 
Cooper started construction on the project January 10, 
1910, one month before it would have lapsed.  At this point, 
Cooper’s personal fortune, which had been over $150,000 
(almost $4,000,000 today) when he first came to Keokuk, 
was down to less than $5,000 (about $130,000 today) 
due to all the expenses for engineering and pursuing the 
necessary financing.

It was publically stated by Cooper during the 
construction of the project that without the unflagging 
efforts of the local leadership group there would never have 
been even the first franchise, much less the expansion of 
the scope and the second franchise or the overcoming of 
the loss of the original financial backers and the myriad 
obstacles that arose along the way.

The Project
The project the local leaders envisioned was 

unprecedented in scope and daring.  Indeed, it was the most 
expensive privately financed project in the history of the 
world up to that time.  Today, dams without powerhouses, 
that are shorter in length and in height than the Keokuk 
dam routinely take 8-10 years.  Due to the delays caused 
by the difficulty securing financing and the time required 
to build the two construction plants and procure all the 
mechanized construction equipment, construction of 
the 2-½ mile long project (combined length of dam, 
powerhouse, powerhouse expansion, lock, dry dock, seawall 
and ice fender) had to be completed in less than 31 months 
from the actual beginning of construction on the dam and 
powerhouse themselves. This was possible only due to 
a level of mechanization that had never previously been 
achieved nor was even possible before.

And yet, the dam (not including the powerhouse) was 
built across the largest river in North America in one day 
less than 20 months actual construction time (excluding 
days off due to weather and holidays).

There were no other concrete structures of this scale 
anywhere.  There were no road vehicles with large load 
capacity (engines were small, wheels were mostly wood, and 
tires were totally inadequate).  Caterpillar treads had not 
yet been patented and were unheard of.  The only mobile 
equipment capable of moving heavy loads was trains.  
Knowing that the project could not be completed 



in time using then state-of-the-art methods, the engineers designed special construction 
equipment and made extensive first-time use of the cutting edge technologies to accomplish 
the required level of productivity.

They purchased 16 steam locomotives, laid 25 miles of railroad track in the project sites, 
and purchased some of the largest steam shovels available and large numbers of air-powered 
drills.  Unable to buy the necessary lifting equipment, they designed and had made seven of 
the largest cranes in the world and a unique “traveler” that mechanized the process of setting 
and stripping the forms and placing the concrete for the dam.

Some key elements of the project, particularly the 
turbines and generators, were so much larger than had 
ever been attempted, the engineers were not at all sure 
they could be built satisfactorily.  For instance, the turbines 
were multiples larger than the largest metal castings that 
had been made up to that time.  The problems that arise 
in making castings are often in proportion to the cube of 
their weight.  Thus, no manufacturer could assure that they 
could even be cast in one piece.  The engineers decided 
to split the supply contract between two companies—one 
that thought it could make the turbines in one piece 
and another that would make them in three.  In this way 
they assured that they would not be left with no working 
turbines.

Likewise, the turbines and generators are mounted 
together, each on opposite ends of one, large steel shaft.  
This entire assembly weighed over a half million pounds, 
and nobody had tried to support such a massive load 
on a single thrust bearing, which is an essential design 
element of hydroelectric turbines such as these.  They 
employed two different bearing designs, one the tried-
and-true standard technology scaled up beyond anything 
that preceded the project, and the other was virtually a 
prototype installation of a recently-patented design.  There 
was virtually no track record, but the design principles 
seemed like a good bet.

In the end, they both worked satisfactorily, but the 
new design proved to be so trouble free that within fifteen 
years all of the old design were replaced.  The new design 
was so successful that at the time of the 75th anniversary 
celebration one of the original turbines with the new-
design bearings was thought to have been operating 75 
years without any repair.

The project entailed many “firsts” and “largests”, but 
possibly the gutsiest thing they did was to sign a contract to 
supply power to St. Louis.  Up to that time, electricity had 
not traveled more than eleven miles in a wire.  Until then, all 
power was local.  Transporting electrical power more than 
140 miles to St. Louis and more than 40 miles to Burlington 
required the invention of all the components of high-voltage, 
long-distance power transmission.  Insulators capable of 
effectively isolating high-voltage power lines in electrical 
storms had not been invented (there was no need up to this 
project).

Just building the power line through wild, forested 
countryside where there were no roads required the 
clearing of rights of way through some of the most 
inhospitable ground in the Midwest.  Railroad lines had 
to be built to provide transportation of the steel for the 
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This view shows the large traveling cantilever 
crane that was used to build the dam arches and 
was responsible for the amazing speed of the dam’s 
construction.  Cantilevers have the characteristic 
of extending beyond the last support.  They resist 
overturning by either strong anchors on the fixed 
end or, in as in this case, by the use of a heavy 
counterweight, which is incorporated in the machinery 
house on the Illinois end of the crane.  This permitted 
the placement of concrete without having to place a 
load on the arches that are either unfilled with concrete 
or whose concrete is not sufficiently cured.  As can be 
seen, concrete can be placed in the fourth arch beyond 
the point where the outboard crane support rests on 
top of an arch leg that has cured for approximately two 
weeks.  The trains carrying the cars of concrete buckets 
parked on top of the thee arches on the land side of 
the outboard support, and traveling hoists running on 
the under side of the crane superstructure lifted the 
buckets and transported them to the outboard arch for 
placement.  (Note that this picture, looking downstream 
from upriver of the dam is taken in the middle of a corn 
field.  The first third of the dam was built on dry land.)



towers, the materials for the concrete for the tower 
foundations, the large concrete mixers and the necessary 
steam boiler, the fuel to fire the boiler and the compressor 
to power all the equipment.  This had to be done before 
there were any paved roads.  These construction sites 
were often totally isolated and had to be self-contained 
cities.  Thus, in addition to the construction crews there 
had to be cooks and other service people.

In 1912 there was less than 20 miles of paved road 
outside of city limits in the entire United States.   Well 
more than 1000 transmission towers had to be built.  The 
Mississippi and Missouri Rivers had to be crossed five 
times.  Despite all these impediments, the transmission 
lines were built in little more than a year.

Despite all these challenges, the project was completed 
on time, under budget and made all production 
guarantees.  Few projects today meet one of these 
standards of success, much less all three.

Unbelievable!
At the time the project was undertaken, most experts 

felt it was impossible on any schedule and at any cost.  
Yet today, after some updating, it has set new production 
records and still is the lowest-maintenance electrical 
generating facility.  It is both an operating museum 
and the lowest-cost energy producer after 100 years of 
continuous use.  Few things have been in constant use 
for 100 years, much less maintained their superiority 
over the competition.

Hugh Cooper left Keokuk with world renown and 
became the foremost hydroelectric project engineer 
in the world.  Although never formally educated in 
engineering, he was an early inductee into the National 
Civil Engineering Hall of Fame.  The dam, powerhouse, 
and locks are not only on the National Register of 
Historic Places, but also on the National Register of Civil 
Engineering Landmarks.

The dam itself was not only the largest concrete dam 
at the time, it is America’s First Great Dam.  The 25 
businessmen that started the project and Hugh Cooper, 
the unstoppable engineer that they entrusted their 
dream to irrevocably changed the course of history in 
our region.

And the story goes on, with no end in sight.
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This view shows three of the seven large traveling cranes 
that Cooper built to handle most of the rock removal and 
form lumber, reinforcing steel and concrete placement for 
the construction of the lock and powerhouse.  Most of the 
early work was removal of the bedrock so that the draft 
tubes could be cast 26 feet below the bottom of the river.  
Once the structure rose significantly above the bedrock 
level the crane support legs were increased in height 
approximately 50% from what is shown in this early 

This view of the construction of the powerhouse 
superstructure shows yet a third mechanized means of 
material handling.  Note the three steel towers clearly 
visible in this picture and the bridge extending from the 
one on the right out across the top of the powerhouse.  
These were used to transport concrete, steel and form 
lumber to the work level.  This departure from the use of 
the traveling bridge cranes used by Cooper to build all 
the hydraulic structures of the lock and powerhouse to 
these elevator towers represents a difference in approach 
between the two companies involved in the project—
Hugh L. Cooper for all hydraulic structures and Stone & 



Next to the Iowa town where Mike and Catherine lived, 
a dam converted a stretch of the river into a lake that was 
named for the man who built the dam, and on that lake my 
Uncle Mike was supposed to teach me how to fish.  My 
summer wasn't to be wasted.  I suppose he did, too, though 
every one of the half dozen fish we caught that whole 
summer long was quickly returned to the water.  What Mike 
taught me was to sit quietly meditating on the dragonfly 
sitting on the tip of my fishing rod—or maybe on nothing 
at all—or maybe on whatever lurid paperback I'd been 
reading from the stack Mike kept in the bookcase in the spare 
bedroom that was mine for the summer.

It was the best summer I had while growing up and the 
most useful.  A successful 
investment banker relies a lot 
more on what he—or she—has 
learned fishing than in being 
able to speak French fluently.  
I suspect, too, that I use more 
of what I learned in those 
paperback books than what I 
learned in most of my college 
textbooks.  None of those textbooks taught me patience, 
or contemplation, or how to look a man in the eye until he 
decides it'll be easier for him to do what I want than to keep 
staring back at me.

And then there was what Mike taught me.  Once when 
we were on our way over to a fishing spot on the Illinois side 
he looked at landmarks on both sides of the river and then 
cut the outboard.  When we had nearly glided to a stop he 
said, "Put that oar in the water, see if you can touch bottom.  
Although we were still a good distance from either shore, I 
found we had less than three feet of water under us.  "Yep," he 
said, "this is the spot."

"What spot?" I asked him.
"We are now floating over an Indian mound, a pyramid-

shaped earthen structure that used to rise up nearly thirty 
feet from where the Illinois shore was before the dam was 
built nearly fifty years ago," he explained.

"No kidding?" I said.  "How come I've never heard or read 
anything about it?"

"Yeah, well, no one who knows about it has much wanted 
to talk about it," Mike explained. "It's a pretty grim story.

"Even the Sac and Fox Tribes, who arrived in this area 
back in the eighteenth century, displacing or replacing the 
Ioway, were pretty close-mouthed about this mound.  It's 
not like any other mound found in the Mississippi Valley.  It 
looks much more like a place of sacrifice than it does a place 
of burial.  It looks like something you'd find in the jungles of 
Central America."

"Sacrifice?" I said.  "What kind of sacrifice?"
"Yeah, that's what nobody much wants to talk about," 

Mike said.  "See, the mound appears to have been in use well 
into the nineteenth century, even after the first white men 
arrived in the area.  But the small tribe of people that used 
it and who lived next to it had no connection with any of 
the local Indian tribes, and these local tribes considered the 

people of the mound to be in some unmentionable way truly 
frightening.

"They were rarely seen, but enough was known about 
them to form the supposition that they did no work and that 
others waited on them.  These others, who seemed to be 
the slaves of the mound people, were seen somewhat more 
often but were equally as frightening.  They never spoke and 
wore a scar on their chests that seemed to be some sort of 
designation of their status.  This scar was quite distinctive.  It 
looked this," and Mike leaned to one side and seemed to draw 
a Z with a backwards C at the bottom of it in the water.

"Of course, there was also the terrible screaming heard 
to be coming from the top of the mound when the moon 
was full."  Mike sort of shook his head involuntarily when he 
said this.  Wide-eyed I snatched the oar out of the water and 

moved to the middle of the boat.
"When the earliest white 

settlers got to this part of the 
country," Mike continued, "they 
began to hear strange rumors 
about the mound, which by this 
time was sufficiently overgrown 
to look almost... natural.

"A group of white men, 
led by a Dr. Isaac Somebody-or-another, decided that they 
would explore this mound.  This doctor, a physician, had 
been involved in digging up artifacts from other mounds 
further east, and he said that it was his understanding that all 
of the mounds were very, very old and had been deserted for 
many hundreds of years.  They had been used by an earlier 
people for the interment of the dead, and then something had 
caused these earlier people to either move away or all die off, 
perhaps the result of a disease, sort of like the Black Plague 
that swept through Europe back in the Middle Ages.

"This doctor warned the other men that they were likely to 
find very old skeletons buried in the mound, and maybe even 
washed out to the surface, and that this was undoubtedly 
what had frightened the local Indians.  In fact, they never did 
find a single bone on, in or near the mound, but what they 
found at the top was, if possible, even more frightening."

Uncle Mike paused at the point in his story and began 
to study intently the minnows we had brought along in a 
large pail.  Finally, I could stand it no longer and said, "What, 
Uncle Mike? What did they find?"

Mike finished counting minnows and poured himself a 
cup of coffee from a thermos he'd brought along.  Then he 
cleared his throat and said, "The only reason that I even know 
about this 'exploration' is because the doctor wrote it down in 
his journal.  That journal was passed down from generation 
to generation.  One day an old man came into my office.  He 
wasn't so much interested in buying life insurance as he was 
in conversation, an interest I shared.  Finally he told me about 
the journal.  It took me three more conversations, mostly 
filled with fascinating facts and ideas you were unlikely to 
hear or read anywhere else, before he brought along the 
journal and let me read it.

"A couple of years later I went to the old man's 
funeral.  He was the last of his line, so only three 37Continued on Page 38

... they never did find a single bone on, in or 
near the mound, but what they found at the 
top was, if possible, even more frightening.

Fishing Lessons: Continued from Page 26



other people showed up, including the minister.  There was 
an auction of his ramshackle house and its contents a week 
or so later.  A lot more people came to it.  I did, too, looking 
for that journal, but I never did see it again.  He gave all his 
money to the public library."

"But Uncle Mike," I said, trying not to sound impatient, 
"what did those men find at the top of the mound?"  We had 
drifted a ways since he had started his story.  I wanted to stick 
the oar back down into the water in order to see if we had 
moved away from the mound and into deeper water, but I 
didn't quite dare to do it yet.

"Oh yeah, at the top of the mound," Mike went on, "the 
men found a large, broad-mouthed clay pot  There was about 
an inch or two of dark, sticky liquid in the bottom of the 
pot, and something about the size of a bullfrog was sitting in 
this liquid.  The doctor poured it all out on the ground so he 
could see it better..."  Then Mike dumped the contents of the 
minnow pail back in the Mississippi, as if to illustrate. 

"The liquid turned out to be blood, and the thing sitting in 
it was a heart, a human heart.

"The doctor, who had traveled extensively in the Deep 
South as well as in the Midwest, theorized that the these 
mound Indians were descended from the Aztecs, that they 
had traveled out of Mexico and into Louisiana or maybe even 
the Caribbean, where they came into contact with Voodoo.  
They may have learned how to reanimate the dead, which 
they combined with their practice of human sacrifice.  You 
know, 'Waste not, want not.' "

"But then, this doctor was known to be a less than reliable 
witness on several other occasions, so his story may be less 
than entirely factual."  With that, Uncle Mike started up the 
outboard and we started back toward the Iowa shore.

I thought then that the entire story was pure invention, a 
story told for its frightening—and thrilling—effect.  I mean 
really, a Z with a backward C at the end?  It sounded too 
much like the mark of Zorro, a popular television show at the 
time, especially among boys my age.  We were always going 
around writing an imaginary Z on each other's stomach 
with an imaginary sword while making with our mouths the 
swishing sound our imaginary swords would make if they 
weren't imaginary.

Now I'm not so sure.  I wish I had had a bit more of 
my Uncle Mike's courage, enough at least to have stood 
up more to my parents and spent a bit more time reading 
books with lurid covers and fishing.  Instead, I did all that 
they wanted me to do.  I am now rich and successful, the 
envy of all who know me, married to a woman who is 
beautiful and avaricious and demanding.  Perhaps you have 
seen her picture, along with pictures of one of our houses, 
in one or another of those expensive architectural or home 
decorating magazines.

With such wealth and status I have become a member 
of the most elite country and athletic clubs in the greater 
Chicago area.  There I meet business colleagues and 
competitors, both socially and for business. How often I 
have seen these men, fresh from the shower or sauna, naked 
except for a plush Turkish towel wrapped around their 
waist.  And on the chest of so many of them I see that same 
distinctive scar:  a Z that tends to droop a bit at the bottom.  
They are humorless, heartless men who never laugh.  They 
have learned to smile, though, but you know, a learned smile 
isn't much of a smile, really.  It never reaches the eyes, which 
look lifeless.  

38

Continued from Page 37


	Button 343: 
	Button 375: 
	Button 376: 
	Button 377: 
	Button 379: 
	Button 380: 
	Button 382: 
	Button 383: 
	Button 384: 
	Button 415: 
	Button 416: 
	Button 423: 
	artworks: 
	bill vandersall: 
	Button 37: 
	Button 413: 
	Button 404: 
	Cramer 8: 
	Button 351: 
	Button 424: 
	Button 425: 
	Button 430: 
	Button 391: 
	Button 398: 
	Button 429: 
	Button 406: 
	Button 405: 
	Button 418: 
	River Hills 4: 
	Button 422: 
	Button 3017: 
	Button 417: 
	Button 426: 
	SCB: 
	sutlive real estate 4: 
	Button 317: 
	Button 400: 
	Button 420: 
	Button 371: 
	first community bank 24: 
	Button 199: 
	vigen: 
	Button 324: 
	bill vandersall 7: 
	Conn: 
	Button 408: 
	Button 414: 
	Button 3020: 
	Button 407: 


