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Karen Ihrig is a Nauvoo artist and retired English 
teacher who taught at Hamilton High School. 

She says she has always been seduced by color and 
wools that provide a pleasant, tactile sensation. 
So, four years ago, when she learned the basics of 
armature construction and coupled it with needle 
felting (aka dry felting) with the luxurious wool from 
a friend’s flock, it was a marriage made in heaven. 
Her first creations were birds which took on their own 
quirky personalities as they emerged from the wool. 
Her creative juices being stirred, other more life-like 
animals began to join the flock.

Karen enjoys bringing 
her fiber friends to life under 
the felting needle as well as 
watching people’s reactions to 

Continued on Page 2

Creatures great and small 
seemingly come to life under 
the skillful hands of Ihrig–
each with its own unique 
personality.  This is so much 
the case that she takes the 
time to carefully name every 
one of them.
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them. Her creations have become both a challenge and a passion. It never ceases 
to amaze her how the airy puffs of wool can be transformed into a sculpted 
shape. She has also started to dabble in wet-felted forms, as well, and is always 
curious about what her next project will be.

When creating her felted animals, Karen does not use an interior form 
to build on. The creatures are all wool with wire or pipe cleaners used as 
appendages.

Karen periodically meets with 
a group of seven ladies, the Fiber 
Tribe, to discuss what they can 
create from wool. They meet at 
Barb Zumdome’s studio near 
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Though she was first inspired by birds, 
Ihrig soon moved on to animals of all 
shapes and sizes.

 Needle Felting
Over 3500 years ago many cultures 

were domesticating sheep and using wool 
to create clothing and shelter. The use of 
heat, moisture and pressure felted the wool 
by merging its overlapping scales and 
locking them together firmly.

Needle felting appeared approximately 
100 years ago. This method used a 
barbed needle that forced the unspun 
fibers together through repetitious needle 
assault. This molded the wool into a 
hardened mass, which could be sculpted 
into a desired shape by needle felting 
additional fibers into the base form. 
Different colors could also by applied in 
the same manner. 

While a needle-felted object is sturdy 
enough to stand on its own, a wire 
armature may be used to guide the size, 
proportions and pose. The possibilities 
are endless.
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Fort Madison. Barb raises sheep and her wonderful wool is used by 
many of us in the tri-state area. 

Several of us have taken needle felting classes from Karen at the 
Keokuk Art Center. She is a gifted teacher as well as an accomplished 
artist. When interviewed for this article, Karen said she doesn’t 
like to think of herself as an artist… she just loves to make things. 
However, she has been my friend for many years and never ceases 
to amaze me with her creativity not only in her art but in her home 
decorating and gardening skills!
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Give Karen Ihrig a few fistfuls of 
wool (pictured above at work in 
her home) and the possibilities 
are unlimited.

mailto:sunsign@conncommunications.com
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The Lee County Historical Society 
is justifiably proud of its art 

collection at The Miller House. Most 
of the works hanging on the walls 
are either by local artists, or depict 
significant characters from Keokuk’s 
past. Visages of Chief Keokuk, 
General Samuel Ryan Curtis, General 
William Belknap, and Dr. Isaac 
Galland gaze stoically from the past. 
A small painting of Rat Row invites 
the viewer closer with its beautifully 
lambent lighting over the Mississippi 
in the background. On the upper 
landing is a life-sized portrait entitled 
Fleta Minerva Quick and Dog, by the 
famous Midwestern portrait artist, 
George Upp. (Apparently Ms. Quick 
had had a dalliance with the gardener 
at the age of 16, and later committed suicide by jumping off the Mississippi River Bridge. The 
portrait was commissioned by her parents in memoriam.)

But it was none of these distinguished works which drew my attention as much as a 
watercolor in the back parlor, by the noted Keokuk artist Mabel Ebersole. The painting depicts 
a house which still stands in Keokuk, at 310 S. 5th Street. The work is simply entitled, The Old 
Grout House, which most likely refers to its early inhabitants. The house was built in the 1860’s, 
and according to Early Keokuk Homes, “. . . its story lies in the fact that it was here John C. 
Ford, a machinist, invented a small, workable vacuum machine that could clean dandruff from 
human hair without the aid of a shampoo.” Hmmm. Apparently, it never caught on. 

The real reason the picture so appealed to me, however, was that it immediately evoked 
memories of my own past, in a childhood spent in Keokuk. I took piano lessons from Mary 
Ellen Sansone, who lived next door to the east of the Old Grout House. My piano lessons were 
at 4:30 p.m. on Tuesdays, and that gave me an hour to walk from my grade school, Washington-
Central, at 8th and Blondeau, to Mrs. Sansone’s house on S. 5th Street. You know those Family 

Miller House Art
 by Martha Marsot

The Old Grout House, painted by Mabel Ebersole 
and on display at the Miller House Museum.
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Circus cartoons that depict little Billy’s footsteps on some wildly circuitous route from 
Point A to B? That was ten-year-old me.

First I walked the half block down to my dad’s store, the Wellington Furniture Co. 
(owned by my dad, Charlie, and his brother, Glenn Wellington). I would stroll through 
the front of the store with its new furniture, and on to the back, with its large rolls of 
linoleum, stoves, dishes, housewares, and all kinds of interesting odds and ends to 
poke through. And no trip to the store was ever complete without going down to the 
basement, shadowy and a little scary, packed with old furniture. Just down the street 
was the Gate City Seed Co. In those days, it housed a curiosity that no one could resist 
-  a talking mynah bird in a cage!

I tried to cajole the bird into talking to me every Tuesday. . . .
Then, on toward Mrs. Sansone’s. There was an Arnold’s 

Candy Store on the way, and I may have stopped there 
sometimes. (Am I correct in remembering homemade caramels 
wrapped in little pieces of waxed paper?) Around the corner 
on 7th Street, just about a half block off Main was the Keokuk 
News Agency. It carried a large variety of comic books and 
magazines which were always worth perusal. And then, 
of course, on to Woolworth’s department store, which was 
endlessly diverting. I often had time to sit at the soda fountain 
counter and have a lemon or cherry Coke. By now, though, it 
was time to hurry on to Mrs. Sansone’s for my piano lessons, 
which I enjoyed. 

This was mostly because I so loved Mrs. Sansone. She wore 
make-up, painted her nails, and treated me like an adult. My 
lesson was over at 5 p.m., which meant that theoretically my 
dad could pick me up on his way home from work. But if a 
customer came into the store at 4:59, or someone called with 
an intriguing offer to sell something, I would just have to 
wait. Mrs. Sansone always rose graciously to these occasions. 
Her beautiful piano, a gleaming black grand Steinway, was 
in a room of its own, with just two occasional chairs and a 
little table between them. Mrs. Sansone would fix her evening 
cocktail, light a cigarette, and sit down to chat with me until 

my dad arrived. Oh, the sophistication! Why, I was practically an adult myself, just 
basking in her glow! 

All those happy memories, just caused by one little picture at the Miller House! The 
Old Grout house itself, and Mrs. Sansone’s old house, too, I’m afraid, are not looking 
their best these days, but my memories are untarnished. I invite you to stop by the Miller 
House and see what memories it might hold in store for you. Or, just enjoy the artwork. 

The Grout House as it appears today.  What was 
Mrs. Sansone's home can be seen to the right, 
peaking through the trees. 

Continued from Page 4
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Rollin' on the River - August  19th and 20th

This year marks the 28th anniversary of  Rollin’ on the River 
and somehow this annual blues festival just keeps getting 

better and better.  Held under the bridge in Keokuk's Victory 
Park–come rain or shine–this event provides the chance to hear 
some of the hottest blues musicians in the business live and up 
close.  The 2016 lineup includes Serious Business; Lizzi Neal; our 
own William Elliott Whitmore; Coyote Bill;  the Matt Robert 
Blues Band; Hurricane Ruth; and Mud Morganfield (Muddy 
Waters' son!).  Stage entertainment begins each evening, while 
Saturday afternoon is filled with young people’s activities and 
games, a harmonica clinic, and a young musician’s jam session. 
The Rollin' on the River Café will be open all weekend 
offering a variety of food and beverages.

Thanks to the generosity of sponsors, the committee 
responsible for pulling this whole thing together 
manages to keep prices amazingly low.  By doing so, 
they hope to expose as many people as possible to the 
musical arts here in the Tri-State area.  Access to the 
tent throughout the festival is free, as are tent activities. 
Stage area tickets can be purchased at the gate for $15 
per night or $25 for the weekend. Advance weekend 
passes are $22 and are available in Keokuk at Conn 
Communications, 1300 Main and 3360 Main;  HyVee 
Foods, 3111 Main; Rascal’s Pub & Grub, 820 Main; and 
Meister Music, 711 Main. In Fort Madison they can be 
found at HyVee Foods, 2606 Ave. F. Bring a 
gently used band instrument for donation to 
the Instrument Lending Program, and receive 
a weekend pass!

Blankets and lawn chairs are 
recommended.  Pets, cans, bottles, coolers, 
and audio/video equipment are not allowed.  
In the spirit of sharing, Gods Way Church 
will be collecting non-perishable food items 
at the event.  Additional festival information 
can be found on the website:  www.
rollinontheriverkeokuk.com, on Facebook at 
"Rollin’ on the River," and on Twitter follow 
@rorbluesfest.  General inquiries 
can be addressed by emailing 
rollinontheriver11@gmail.com or 
by calling 660-754-6679.

Mark your calendar and don't 
miss out on what's come to be 
known as "Iowa's Best Fest by a 
Dam Site!”

From top to bottom, Lizzi 
Neal, Mud Morganfield, 
William Elliott Whitmore, and 
Hurricane Ruth are some of the 
great musicians scheduled for 
this year's Rollin' on the River.
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The Lee County Iowa Historical Society will host 
its annual dinner and program Thursday evening, 

October 20, 2016 at Meyers Courtyard, located at 629 
Blondeau Street.  Doors will open at 5:00, a meal will be 
served at 6:00, and the program will begin at 7:00.  Meal 
tickets are $15.00 each and must be purchased no later 
than Monday, October 17th (contact  Sue Olson for details 
by calling 319-520-8086).  The after dinner program is free 
of charge.

Presenting this year's program, titled Buffalo Bill's 
Wild West Show Comes to Town, will be Professor Roy R. 
Behrens from the Humanities of Iowa Speakers Bureau.  
He's a Professor of Art and Distinquished Scholar at the 
University of Northern Iowa and has taught graphic 
design and design history for nearly 45 years at colleges 
and universities across the United States.  For almost fifteen years Behrens has been giving talks 
on Buffalo Bill.  

William F. Cody (1846-1917), better known as “Buffalo Bill,” was born near Le Claire, Iowa, in 
Scott County, just north of Davenport. By the end of his life, he had become what some have called 
“the most famous American in the world.” He had been a Pony Express rider, an Army scout, a 
buffalo hunter for the railroad, and the founder and central attraction of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West 
show, which traveled throughout the U.S. and in Europe for thirty years.  As a Wild West performer, 
it is thought that Cody probably played to a collective audience of more than 50 million, including 
at various Iowa towns—including Keokuk. This is a face-paced and entertaining 45-minute talk, 
illustrated by projected vintage photographs, film clips and animated graphics.

This evening's event is open to the public and all are encouraged to come.  For more 
information, the society can be reached via email at lcihs@yahoo.com.  If you are interested 
in becoming a member or donating to the Lee County Iowa Historical Society, please visit 
their website at http://lcihs.org and go to the contact page.  Individual memberships are 
available for $15.00 and family memberships are $25.00. Monthly meetings are held on the 
2nd Monday of each month at 4:30 pm at the Keokuk Public Library, 210 North 5th Street, 
Keokuk, Iowa. 7

Wild West Show Returns to Keokuk–October 20th

The Keokuk Public Library will be sponsoring an evening 
of antique appraisals Tuesday, August 23rd at 5:30 in the 

Round Room.  Mark F. Moran, the author or co-author of more than 
25 books on antiques and collectibles, and a guest expert on the 
PBS series Antiques Roadshow, will be on hand to examine your 
treasures.  This free to the public event offers a limited number of 
appraisal appointments and all appointments must be made in 
advance beginning August 1st.  Additional guests are welcome to 
listen and observe as Mark carefully inspects each item and offers 
his insights.  To make an appointment or receive information about 
approved and excluded items for this event, call the Keokuk Public 
Library at 524-1483.  Slots are expected to fill quickly.

Mark is also offering fee based home appraisals while in the 
Tri-State area.  To schedule a personal visit, contact him directly by 
calling 715-281-5060 or emailing moranm1953@gmail.    

What's It Worth?

Mark F. Moran examining an old clock. 
Photo by Gary C. Klein/Sheboygan Press

mailto:moranm1953@gmail.com
mailto:lcihs@yahoo.com
http://lcihs.org


If you happen to stop by the lower level of the public library on a third Tuesday of 
the month, you will find a group of people literally in stitches.  This is the monthly 

meeting of the Tri-States Modern Quilt Guild, and its members are busy sharing and 
showing their recent work and planning upcoming activities and events.

The Tri-State Modern Quilt Guild has approximately 30 members and meets regularly 
in the Art Center of the Keokuk Public Library.  The guild is affiliated with the national 
group, the Modern Quilt Guild, and actively works on a variety of projects and events.

Throughout the year the members make and donate sewn items for foster children in 
the area, including quilts, blankets, toys and pillowcases.  A year ago July, the group met 
their challenge to donate 100 handmade items to the foster children, and it has already 
surpassed that goal this year.  The need is increasing in our area, and it is one of the 
guild’s major charitable activities.  

Another activity that the guild has been a part of for a number of years is the Festival 
of Trees, sponsored by the Keokuk Art Center.  This is the Art Center’s annual fundraiser 
where items are either sold by live auction or silent auction.  This past year, the guild 
decorated a tree with homemade fabric ornaments.  Members made over 100 ornaments, 
which filled a seven-foot tree, decorated a wreath, and even made enough additional 
ornaments to be sold individually at the fundraiser.  The tree donated by the guild was 
selected as “Best in Show” and was auctioned for over $700.

At the end of March and all through April, members displayed quilts—primarily 
wall hangings, runners and small quilts—in the Round Room of the Library as part of 
National Quilt Month.  A reception was held on April 1st where the quilters had a chance 
to meet members of the community and talk about their quilts and love of quilting.

At the end of May, members of the guild participated in a “Quilt Airing” sponsored by 
the quilt shop, Jane and Fancy, located on the corner of 4th and Fulton Streets.  The “Quilt 

Airing” was the idea of the owner Jenny Simo, 
and she invited the guild, along with members 
of the community, to participate in this activity 
as part of Keokuk Cultural and Entertainment 
District’s Back Alley Band Fest.  It provided 
a visual complement to the music played 
throughout the district that evening.  

A major focus of the group this year has 
been planning and organizing their biennial 
quilt show scheduled for August 5th and 
6th, 2016.  The show will be held at the First 
Christian Church in Keokuk.  The theme this 
year is “Quilted Treasures, Priceless Gems.”  
The show will feature nearly 100 quilted items 

8

Above, a scene from the 2014 Quilt Show put 
on biennially by the Tri-States Modern Quilt 
Guild.  Right, a piece created by members 
of the guild that was auctioned at the Art 
Center's 2014 Festival of Trees.

The Tri-States Modern Quilt Guild:
 Stitching Up Fun and Fabric

 by Joyce Taylor
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made by members, along with a number of “quilted treasures” belonging to members 
of the guild.  The keynote speaker for the event is Janette Dwyer, a professional quilt 
appraiser and lecturer who will be making her presentation on Friday, August 5th at 
11:00 a.m.  She will also conduct quilt appraisals for the public throughout the show.  Her 
participation has been made possible by a generous grant from the Keokuk Community 
Fine Arts Council.

Seven vendors will be at the show as well, displaying and selling a variety of items 
for quilting and sewing.  Participating vendors include A to Z Quilting, Ellen’s Quilting 
Corner, Quilt ‘n’ Etc., Sew Inspired Quilts and Fabric, Sistercraft Quilting & More, Sue’s 
Quilts and Stitches, and the Quilted Square, which will provide scissor sharpening.  
Several of the vendors will be providing presentations on some of the latest sewing tools 
and techniques. 

In addition, the guild collectively crafted a 
quilt to raffle as part of its fund raiser.  Chances 
on the raffle are $1 per ticket or 6 for $5. 

Members of the guild have been very 
industrious making items for the show's 
“Boutique,” which will feature a variety of 
handmade items for the home, for quilters, 
and as fashion accessories.  The “Boutique” 
will also feature “new to you” (gently used) 
items, including books, magazines, and quilting 
supplies.  Proceeds from these sales will go 
towards the charitable activities sponsored by the 
guild.  The women of the First Christian Church 
will be providing breakfast and lunch for the 
attendees. The hours for the Quilt show are 9:00 
a.m. until 5:00 p.m. on Friday, August 5th, and 
9:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. on Saturday, August 6th.

Although the monthly gatherings have 
focused on planning and organizing the 
upcoming quilt show, there is always time for 
members to talk about and share their passion 
for quilting.  At each meeting, the group holds 
a “sew and tell” session, where members bring 
a newly finished item to show to the others.  
This always triggers spontaneous 
discussion on how the project 
was done, what techniques were 
used and of course, the inevitable 
question, “Where did you get that 
fabric?”  Monthly programs this 
year have been varied and included 
one on shirt quilts, a presentation 
on “row by row” challenge quilts,  
information on the Foster Quilt 
Program, and quilting question-and-
answer sessions where members 
talk about particular aspects of the 
quilting process. 

Whether a veteran quilter or a 
beginner, everyone is invited to 
attend the meetings held on the third 
Tuesday of each month, beginning at 
7:00 p.m. in the lower level meeting 
room of the library.  For more 
information contact Joyce Taylor at 
217-256-4685.

This colorful quilt, created collectively by members of 
the Tri-State Modern Quilt Guild, will be raffled at this 
year's show.

http://www.FCB-Keokuk.com


July 1st marked the 125th anniversary of the 
opening of the Keokuk Union Depot on the 

Mississippi River in Keokuk, Iowa.  To celebrate this 
historic event, the Keokuk Union Depot Foundation 
(KUDF) and the Keokuk Union Depot Commission held 
an open house on July 2 at the Depot.  Guests from as 
far away as California and Georgia joined local area 
residents at the event.

Janet Smith, President of KUDF, announced that from 
June of 2014 to its 125th anniversary the Depot had raised 
$599,504 toward the Depot 125 Capital Campaign for 
restoration of the Depot roof, an estimated $1 Million 
project.  Smith also announced the award of a $43,400 
Historical Resource Development Program (HRDP) grant 
from the State Historical Society of Iowa to underwrite 
the construction of the apex to the central tower, 
the second HRDP grant that KUDF has received 
toward the roof restoration project, totaling 
$100,000 of the funds raised so far.

In June, 2014, the Jeffris Family Foundation 
awarded a 2-for-1 challenge grant of $333,000 
to the KUDF when it raises $667,000 toward 
the $1 Million roof project.  The Jeffris Family 
Foundation, based in Janesville, Wisconsin, 
is dedicated to the historic preservation of 
significant architectural structures in small 
towns in the Midwest.

Guest speaker Neal Vogel, Principal of 
Restoric LLC, who is in charge of the Depot’s 
roof restoration project, outlined the current 
roof restoration plans.  In 2016 the central 
tower will be restored to its original height.  
Red clay tiles similar to the original tiles (and 
manufactured by the very same company!) 

Keokuk Union Depot –125 Years Young!
 by Janet  Smith
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1907 photo of the Keokuk Union Depot by F.J. Bandholtz 
at the Library of Congress

Depot Interior with Roof 
Restoration Renderings-
Photo by John Miller, Renderings 
by Matthew Martin

http://www.tridentnature.com


will be installed and all of the ornamental details of the flowing roofline will be restored, 
including the decorative ridge and hip tiles, corner turrets and dormers and the copper 
gutters, and hip pinnacles and finials.  The upriver and downriver roof sections will be 
restored in 2017.

With the help of a $56,600 HRDP grant from the State of Iowa in 2015 the 
Depot commenced a portion of the roof restoration in the summer of 2015.  
The now-completed HRDP project consisted of restoring the chimney to its 
original height and restoring the eaves and brackets around the waiting room.

Since the City of Keokuk acquired the Depot in 2011, the Depot has served 
as a community event center, hosting weddings, reunions, graduation and 
anniversary parties, concerts, and business meetings.  The roof is the first step 
in returning the Depot to the showcase that it was in 1891, but for Twenty-
First Century uses.

Five railroads originally served Keokuk in the late 19th century, each using 
its own wooden sheds for its passenger and freight customers.  The Keokuk 
Union Depot combined passenger and express traffic of all the railroads and 
was owned by all the railroads.    The Depot served railroad travelers and 
express shippers until the end of passenger service to Keokuk in 1967.

A fire caused by lightning on July 8, 1937 damaged the central tower, but 
the tower was still in place with the original red clay tiles in 1949.  Shortly 
afterwards, the central tower was leveled, decreasing its height by 24 feet, 
and the clay tiles were replaced by green asphalt shingles.  Those shingles are 
decades beyond their useful lives.

The Depot was designed and built in 1891 by the renowned Chicago 
architectural firm Burnham and Root and is listed on the National Register of 
Historic Places.  It is one of the last projects of John Wellborn Root, who died 
of pneumonia six months before the Depot was completed, at the young age 
of 41.

The Keokuk Union Depot is one of the few remaining examples of John 
Wellborn Root’s celebrated Romanesque Revival style of public architecture, 
particularly railroad depots in the Midwest.  Burnham and Root also designed 
the famed Chicago “White City” for the World’s Columbian Exposition of 
1893, as well as the Rookery and Monadnock buildings and many others in 
Chicago.

Donations for the roof restoration project may be sent to Keokuk Union 
Depot Foundation, P.O. Box 463, Keokuk, IA 52632. 
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NRHS member and KUDF Vice-
President Richard Leonard outside 
the Depot—Photo by John Miller

Continued from Page 10
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When sky rockets splash their gaudy colors across the Fourth 
of July night sky and bursting aerial bombs send volleys 

of sound over an entranced crowd, Lennie Etter will be a most 
happy man.  The retired Keokuk police officer will have renewed 
his decades-long love affair with things that go bang in the night.

At 69 years, the affable retired police officer discovered the 
joys of black powder explosions while growing up in the small 
Illinois village of Basco—population 107—where fireworks 
were an important part of community celebrations. There, he 
was surrounded by others who shared a love of fizgigs, squibs, 
pinwheels, star shells and rockets of all sizes and shapes.

“Basco wasn’t much to look at, but it did love its fireworks,” 
Etter remembered.  “But in the 1960s, the town had grown so 
small they kind of put away their fireworks and forgot about 
them. But I didn’t.”

The wider world was beckoning and Etter moved across the 
river from his Hancock County home to join the Keokuk Police 
Department—but he didn’t leave his love of pyrotechnics behind.  
He carried the fascination with him as it waited for a chance to 
burst forth. That opportunity came in 1987, when Etter’s son 
played on Keokuk High School’s football team.

“I went to a meeting of the team’s booster club, and the parents 
were talking about something special for the pep rally.  They 
talked about it for a while and come up with the idea of using 
burlap bags, soaked in kerosene to form the letters ‘Go Chiefs, 
Win,’ then lighting them afire,” Etter said.

“Afterwards, some of us got to talking and it didn’t seem to 
us that burning burlap bags would make much of a show.  So we 
decided to make a fireworks display to celebrate homecoming.”

Suddenly, from deep within his childhood memories, Etter’s 
old passion for fireworks exploded into life and he volunteered to 
create the display.  The initial enthusiasm quickly was tempered 
with the realization he had no idea how to proceed.  But he had 
contacts in Basco.

“The day after I volunteered, I got in my truck and drove over 
to Basco and talked to a friend who was a plumber and had been 
putting together the town’s displays.  I told him what my problem 
was and that I didn’t have a good idea what to do.”

Etter and his mentor ambled over to the town’s old bank building.  Inside, Etter found 
himself surrounded by leftover boxes of pyrotechnics.  The plumber explained how to 
use old plastering screens to support “lances”—an explosive charge to outline an image.  
He then invited Etter to bring his truck and load up whatever he would need.

As the day of Keokuk’s homecoming celebration drew near, Etter and other 
volunteers frantically cut holes in the support screen and inserted the individually 
fused lances.  Etter even drew the town’s police chief into the program by getting him 
to create the artwork of Chief Keokuk they would outline in explosives.

He's the Man Behind the Fireworks
 by Bob Hansen

About the Author:   Bob Hansen is a Burlington, Iowa, free lance 
writer whose work frequently appears in the Burlington Hawk Eye.  
This article was originally published in the Hawk Eye on Sunday, July 
3, 2016, and is reprinted here with permission.

.

What passes in a flash is the culmination of 
a year long process.  Not only does Lennie 
shoot shows, he sells and delivers them.  This 
includes lining up buyers then contacting city 
officials and fire departments; handling lots of 
paperwork and red tape; purchasing, storing, 
then preparing the pyrotechnics; moving the 
electrical equipment along with the shooting 
racks to and from shoot sites; setting up and 
taking down.  Shane Etter estimates that he, 
alone, put 16 - 18 hours into the final stages of 
this year's July 4th show in Keokuk.
   —Photo by Joe Morgan

12Continued on Page 13
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Etter’s wife watched with trepidation.  
When asked what she thought of the work, 
she turned to her husband and said: “You’re 
really going to embarrass yourself with this.”

Etter turned to his mother for a second 
opinion as she and her friends came to 
view the work.  All agreed the display 
looked nothing like an Indian chief and the 
homecoming display would be a disaster.

“I have to admit it looked like they 
were right,” Etter said. “The display 
looked as bad as a Missouri highway and I 
thought I had a real problem.”

With little choice, Etter and his crew 
carried their display to the high school 
field where his wife pronounced final 
judgment: “You’re all going to look like 
fools after this,” she sniffed.

“I could hear the high school band 
marching onto the field and a big cheer, 
and I was as nervous as could be.  But 
when the time came, I lit the thing up and 
it was beautiful—better than we hoped.  
You could see the Indian and read the 
words.  And it was then that I realized I’d 
be doing this for some time,” he said.

Etter found that night an avocation.  
Each 4th he can be found conducting 

fireworks displays in 
Keokuk, Carthage, Camp 
Point and Nauvoo, 
Illinois.  The holiday has 
become a frantic rush 
between shows, and Etter has enlisted his son —and recently one of his 
granddaughters—to help in the effort.

Etter now works for J & M Fireworks, a Des Moines County 
manufacturer supplying fireworks and expertise to shows across 
the U.S., with many costing thousands to produce.  He has overseen 
shows involving all sorts of celebrations, but a few are among his 
favorites.

One is the elaborate water-borne sea monster created for the 
Keokuk Yacht Club.  It was mounted on a boat powered with trolling 
motors, featured a dinosaur head created by a taxidermist and covered 
in fiberglass.  It was 28 feet long and propane fired burners produced a 
flaming dragon’s breath.  It was his pride and joy until a collision sent 
the creation to the river bottom.  Etter hopes to recreate it some day.

The passion for pyrotechnics has not diminished after 29 years of 
creativity, and he does not plan to put away his bombs and fuses for 
a while.  “I’m very patriotic and these shows are a fantastic way for 
America to celebrate,” he said.  “We like to think we are the freest 
people in the world, but with all the restrictions on fireworks, we may 
be losing a small part of that freedom.”

Changing public tastes, costs and safety concerns may be eroding 
the number of Independence Day celebrations, but this 4th of July in 
Keokuk and the surrounding area Etter will man the barricades of 
flash and bang.  His wife no longer worries about him making a fool 
of himself.

Continued from Page 12

Lennie, granddaughter Cassidy, and 
son Shane, ready for another show.  
Lennie was one of the first salesmen 
in southeast Iowa to work for J & M 
Displays based out of Yarmouth, IA.  
With nearly 30 years of experience, 
he knows his stuff and is happy to be 
passing on what he's learned.  
         —Photo by Madison Etter

http://www.conncommunications.com
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Charlotta Gordon MacHenry Pyles  –  a 
deeply committed, courageous woman – has 

been a part of Keokuk’s history since the mid-
1800s although she was not widely known. She 
and her descendants have proven to be important 
members of many communities.  

Although born slaves on a plantation in 
Bardstown, Kentucky, Charlotta and her family 
had far more to offer.  Her blue-eyed, fair skinned 
husband Harry MacHenry Pyles, was the son of a 
white slave owner, William MacHenry. His father 
allowed Harry to go where he pleased; Harry 
was trained in blacksmithing and shoe mending, 
and his father gave him a shop where he worked 
for plantation owners in and around the area to 
provide for his family.

Charlotta, was the ‘house’ slave.  She was tall 
with high cheek bones, had copper colored skin 
and straight, glossy black hair. Her father was 
bi-racial, German and Negro, while her mother 
was a full-blooded Seminole Indian. She was an 
exceptional baker and sold gingerbread, cookies 
and pies to many  neighbors and friends.    

She and her large family – a husband, a child from a previous marriage, Julian, and 
their ten children: Emily, Barney, Benjamin, Pauline, Sarah Ann, Mary Ellen, Henry, 
Charlotta, Elizabeth and Mary Agnes, would soon participate in the journey of their lives. 

Their journey toward freedom began with Miss Gordon, the daughter of Charlotta’s 
master, who sought to fulfill her dad’s dying wish to eventually free Charlotta and her 
family. In 1853, Miss Gordon began that wish. However, Miss Gordon had to relocate 
the family North. There were dangers attached to this decision. They met backstabbers, 
abolitionists, freedom riders, and it was a long journey.

Miss Gordon first challenged her brothers. They did not agree with her belief, and 
viewed the Pyles as revenue; they even sold Charlotta’s son, Benjamin, to a Mississippi 
slave driver. This angered Miss Gordon and caused her to retaliate. She initiated a lawsuit 
to have the Pyles established as her lawful possessions. 

Through a series of well-calculated steps – voluntary imprisonment of the families for 
protection, securing guidance from an Ohio minister to accompany them North, as well 
as persuading another white man in Missouri to assure their passage – Miss Gordon, 
Charlotta and her family would finally reach freedom.  

It was early fall of 1853 when the family began their journey North, first to Louisville, 
Kentucky. Charlotta’s family of 11 had increased by five children due to the two older 
daughters – Julian had a small daughter and son, Thermon and Louanne -- and Emily 
had three small boys, John Wesley, Daniel and James T.  Both of the daughters had 
married, but their husbands were owned by other slave owners and were not free.  

From Louisville, the blended family traveled hundreds of miles by land and river 
toward their new beginning. They boarded a wheel boat for Cincinnati, Ohio, changed to 
a schooner wagon for St. Louis, Missouri, continued on through five Missouri counties, 
crossed the Des Moines River, and finally landed at the small trading post of Keokuk, 
Iowa. Their original destination was Minnesota but months of travel and cold weather 
caused them to stop.

Recognizing an Unsung Hero: 
 Charlotta Gordon MacHenry Pyles, 1806 - 1880
 by Sylvia J. Mills-Echols

Continued on Page 15
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In the spring, Harry used his carpentry and other trade knowledge to 
build a brick house somewhere on Johnson Street for Miss Gordon and 
his family.

During the next year, Harry found it terribly difficult to care for all of 
the family members. Even though the oldest son Barney had a good job 
hauling freight from Keokuk to Des Moines, there wasn’t enough money. 

Charlotta thought if her daughters’ husbands could return and 
resume their rightful places within their families, it would greatly help. 
So she devised of a plan to go out and raise money to buy back sons-in-
law Catiline Walker (husband of Emily) and Joseph Kendricks (husband 
of Julian). Their masters said their freedom would cost $1,500 each (about 
$40,000 today). 

Charlotta first received good letters of recommendation from 
prominent white citizens. Then she began the trip East to speak to people 
about the wrongs of slavery. She first went to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
where she spoke with Quaker families. They shared their homes and 
food with her. Although a poor slave, Charlotta addressed groups of 
people in Old Penn Hall, home of the Liberty Bell. And they donated 
money so that she could continue.

Throughout the state of New York and the New England states, 
Charlotta spoke out against slavery. She considered Lucretia Mott, 
Frederick Douglass and Susan B. Anthony her personal friends. They 
helped to make her mission easier by arranging audiences to hear her.

What amazed people most about Charlotta was her level of 
commitment; she traveled thousands of miles day in and day out 
speaking to people about her family and the evils of slavery. After about 
six months, the dedicated mother did it! She had raised $3,000 and was 
able to go to Kentucky, buy back her sons-in-law and bring them back to 
Keokuk to their families. 

News spread among slaves about Charlotta; They came from 
Kentucky, Tennessee and Missouri to Iowa to stay with her because she 
gave them hope. She also encouraged many to continue their journey 
Eastward. She spoke of human connections she had made.  Some 
travelers secretly migrated to Canada.

As the years progressed, the Pyles farmed and became pioneers of 
industry. Some longed for an equal public education. In 1876 the Pyles’ 
eighth born adult child Charlotta (mom’s namesake), asked the Keokuk 
High School to admit her oldest son, Geroid since there were no colored 
high schools. He had finished eighth grade at an inferior colored grade 
school in Keokuk. Charlotta’s request was denied because of his race.

She gathered her strength, appealed to the Iowa courts, and she won 
the decision, consequently causing the integration of Keokuk Senior High 
School. Thus, Charlotta’s son, Geroid Smith, became one of the first colored high school 
graduates in the state of Iowa in 1880.

Charlotta Gordon MacHenry Pyles belonged to the First Baptist Church of Keokuk. 
She was 74 years old when she died on January 19, 1880. She was interred in the Oakland 
Cemetery in block 3, lot 68. She had lived a difficult, yet remarkable life. By necessity, 
she spoke out against slavery because it truly injured her family. Most importantly, she 
fought back and won... We should feel proud!

Source - Digital Schomburg African American Women Writers of the 19th Century

Continued from Page 14

Above, a piece that appeared in the 
1944 Continental Features.  Below, 
Charlotta's grave stone at Oakland 
Cemetery–photo courtesy of Dave and 
Fran Sprunger.

The Keokuk Association for Rights and Equality (KARE) will be honoring 10 people 
of color buried in Keokuk's Oakland Cemetery at 2 PM on October 16, 2016.  The event 
will be held at the cemetery and aims to raise money for the restoration of Charlotta 
Pyles' gravestone.  Come and learn about past heroes and people of interest.  

For more information, contact Fred Seay (524-2055) or Dev Kiedaisch (524-3935). 
 

http://www.eventbrite.com
http://www.keokuk.lib.ia.us


Photo by Barb Tuttle

Photo by Jason Parrott, Tri-States Public Radio

Photo by Jason Parrott, Tri-States Public Radio
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Keokuk’s Oakland Cemetery, located on the western edge of the city with South 
18th Street leading directly to it, was designated as a burial ground in 1850 and 

was officially established in 1855. The first burial there was one Morton G. Munger, 
a Keokuk attorney who was buried in 
1852. Since that time it is estimated that 
more than 75,000 individuals have been 
interred there.

This column will tell the story of 
two individuals buried within its 
confines. Future columns will tell of 
other individuals, both well-known and 
others who have been forgotten with the 
passage of time.

The death of Hannah Tasker on 
January 11, 1850 was the result of 
an accident that should never have 
happened. James Tasker and his wife 
Hannah were driving in their carriage 
to Keokuk from Quincy to attend the 
wedding of Hannah’s brother, James 
Burrows. With them were Hannah’s 
parents and Martha, Hannah’s two-year-
old daughter.

The party planned to cross the ice on the river at Warsaw over to Churchville (now 
Alexandria) and proceed to Keokuk from there. They were warned not to attempt the 
crossing because of nearly six inches of water over the ice, but Tasker laughed at the 
warning and started over the ice-covered river.

The horses became frightened so the two men decided to get out of the carriage and 
lead them across the river. About 300 yards from the shore the ice gave way, plunging 
the carriage with the two women and baby into the icy water. The men escaped 
drowning, but the women and the baby, trapped inside, sank into the depths.

Hannah's body was found on an island a few days later with her baby Martha 
clasped tightly in her arms. The older woman’s body was never found. She had several 
hundred dollars on her as a wedding gift for the young couple about to 
be married. It was thought that someone found the body and buried it 
somewhere, keeping the money.

Hannah and her baby were originally buried in the old cemetery on 12th 
and Des Moines Street but were removed to the new Oakland Cemetery in 
the mid 1850’s.

William Davis was born in London, England, in 1828. He came to 
America in 1853 and finally to Keokuk in 1857. His years in England were 
interesting and would make for an enjoyable reading if someone were to 
write a biography of him. He was a charter member of the first Y.M.C.A. that 
was started in England and he also sang several times in London’s St. Paul’s 
Cathedral.

When Sir John Franklin was recruiting men to set sail with him in search 
of the North Pole, Davis volunteered but was refused because of his youth. 
Promising to return with his mother to give her permission for him to go, 
young Davis found a woman on a nearby street and convinced her to tell Sir 
John that she was his mother and that he had her permission to go.

The day before the ships were to set sail in May of 1845, young Davis’ 
mother got wind of the plot and marched down to the wharves and took her 
son home.

Oakland Cemetery Stories - Part I 
 by Terry Altheide

Continued on Page 17

Above, Oakland Cemetery, 
located at the intersection 
of 18th and Carroll Streets 
in Keokuk.  Below, Hannah 
Tasker's gravestone which 
includes not only her name 
but that of her 2 year old, 
Martha, as well as another 
daughter, Elizabeth, who 
was just 1 month when she 
died October 21, 1949.
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Continued from Page 16

The Franklin expedition, consisting of 129 men, disappeared in the frozen North and 
was considered to have been lost forever. However, several expeditions set out looking 
for the Franklin party in the years after its disappearance.  Three graves were discovered 
in 1850, along with other relics. In succeeding years other graves and artifacts were 
discovered and the explanation for what happened to Franklin’s Lost Expedition has 
now been pretty well documented.

Davis was in Kansas when the Civil War started, so he enlisted in 
the 8th Kansas Infantry. He was captured at Chicamauga and was held 
as a P.O.W. for three months.  After the war he returned to Keokuk and 
served on the city council for a total of thirteen years. When Davis died 
in 1906, it was as a result of complications of diseases he had contracted 
during the war.  Though eligible for burial in Keokuk's National 
Cemetery, he, too, was buried in Oakland Cemetery.

Oakland Cemetery is filled with the remains of individuals whose 
stories are as interesting as William Davis’s and as tragic as Hannah 
Tasker’s. I hope to continue telling their stories that cover all of the 
emotions that our early settlers and citizens had and the connections 
that many had with national and international events. The foundation of 
Keokuk was built upon these tales of heroism and tragic circumstances 
that follow each succeeding generation.

Keokuk, 1863
The skeleton of a human seven feet tall was dug out of the 

ground on the levee in 1863 by men putting in a foundation.

–Keokuk History 1820-1906
The Constitution-Democrat

  September 29, 1906

The gravestone of William G. Davis.  
He is one of many who had served in 
the armed forces but came to rest in 
Oakland Cemetery rather than in the 
neighboring National Cemetery.

http://www.lakecooperfoundation.com
http://www.facebook.com/lakecooperfoundation
http://www.cramerrealestate.com


This beautiful home was built for early Keokuk resident Milton Runner in 1856.  
It must surely have been one of Keokuk's most elegant homes at the time of its 

construction, with its substantial Gothic windows, all of them shaped like the single 
Gothic window that added a note of elegance to the house in Grant Wood's famous 
painting, American Gothic.  It is estimated to have cost Runner $10,000 at a time when 
many homes in Keokuk were being built for a tenth as much.

Within a couple of years Charles P. Birge came to town and established himself as a 
partner with Samuel Kellogg, forming the wholesale grocery firm of Kellogg and Birge.  
As it prospered, he began to look for a more spacious, suitable place to live, not too far 
from his place of business.  Thus, he ran the following ad in the Gate City:

WANTED TO RENT: 
Near the business part of town, a good house with nine or 

ten rooms, for which I will pay a good price and the rent when 
wanted.  None need apply unless they want a prompt tenant 
and a permanent one.  Possession any time in the next sixty 
days will do.  Apply at our store.

Not long after this, he purchased the home at 222 
South Seventh street from Runner. 

As Birge's business grew, becoming regional in scope, 
he became more and more involved in the affairs of his 
community.  He was one of the organizers of the Keokuk 
and Hamilton Water Power Company.  His most visible 
gift to the community was the Birge Fountain in Rand 
Park, which he gave to the city in 1901.  He and his wife 
were also very much involved in the establishment of the 
Keokuk Benevolent Union Home.

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, more and more women were outliving 
their husbands only to fall into desperate poverty in their old age.  Even women 
whose husbands left them in better financial circumstances found that declining 
health or the infirmities of old age caused them to be unable to care for themselves.  

Some were able to move in with 
their children, but many older 
women in Keokuk needed a place 
to stay and just a little help with 
life's everyday challenges.

This is why Keokuk's Benevolent 
Union Home was established in 
the 1890s.  At first it got by with 
a few rooms in a house on South 
Fourth Street, but the need was soon 
much greater than this house could 
provide.  About 1900, Birge decided 
to move his family to an even more 
elegant home at 3 Park Place.  He 
offered to give his South Seventh 
Street home to the Benevolent 
Union, if they could raise 

Memorable Keokuk Homes:
 222 South Seventh Street
 by Tonya Boltz

18Continued on Page 19

The old Benevolent Union Home at 222 S. 7th Street.  
Rod and Candy Franklin bought it close to 30 years 
ago and raised their eleven children there.

mailto:nlseabold@msn.com


$5000 with which to establish a trust fund.  The Benevolent Union put the house at South 
4th Street up for sale and began a series of fundraising activities.

Meanwhile, the ladies of the Benevolent Union moved into the house on South 
Seventh, which was added onto, eventually offering over twenty women who were sixty 
or over a private room in which to live the remaining years of their lives.  Some of these 
women were able to pay for their membership, but most were longtime Keokuk residents 
who lacked the means to live independently.  Finally, in 1909, the Birge family presented 
the deed to Mrs. D. A. Collier, who was named the first Trustee.

The most famous visitor to the Benevolent Union Home was undoubtedly Helen 
Keller, who came to speak at the First Christian Church in January of 1916.  After touring 
the dam and visiting Rand Park with its recently completed statue of Chief Keokuk, she 
and her teacher, Anne M. Sullivan Macy, visited another blind woman at the Benevolent 
Union Home.

As recently as the late 1950’s, the home was redecorated, with new wiring, new 
heating and a much needed elevator being installed.  In 1961, there were twenty-one 
women living graciously in this charming residence, each having her own room.  It 
was not a nursing institution but more of a home-like 
facility.  The women could come and go and there were 
very few rules.  Each woman paid $80 a month for room 
and board.

In the later 1960s a combination of federal and 
state programs, along with the growth of retirement 
and assisted living facilities, pretty much eliminated 
the need for places like the Benevolent Union Home.  
The number of its residents declined, and finally the 
house at 222 South Seventh Street was sold, becoming, 
once again, a single family residence.  The Keokuk 
Benevolent Union still exists as a 501(c)3 charitable 
organization and annually contributes financially to 
a number of local entities that focus on providing for 
needy families in our community.
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The cover of the Benevolent 
Union's 1909 annual report.
Membership at the time, 
limited to women, totaled 
187. Each was required to pay 
annual dues of $1.00. 



 

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

319-524-5055 or downtownkeokuk@iowatelecom.net

  

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

          Commissioned 
               by the Keokuk 
          Cultural and 
            Entertainment 
        District

Special
Edition 
Puzzles

$125

Passed Times and 
   Pastimes Editions

                      $75

Keokuk Street Fair, 
  Keokuk Main Street,
    and Keokuk Union Depot

mailto:downtownkeokuk@iowatelecom.net
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Keokuk Boat Racing
 by Shane Etter

The history of boat racing at Keokuk goes all the way back to the years just after the Civil War.  
While Mississippi River steamboat races seem to have been common on the river below Saint 

Louis even well before the war, our own stretch of the Mississippi, especially what you can see from 
the end of Rand Park, featured a variety of boat races as early as the 1870s.  The boats that raced 
under the auspices of the Mississippi Valley Rowing Association included sculls, shells, gigs and 
barges.  These barges were not the huge boxy things you see today carrying massive amounts of 
coal or grain, but more like over-sized rowboats with a crew of six or eight oarsmen.

The M.V.R.A. held its annual regattas at various locations, including Toledo, Ohio; Detroit, 
Michigan; Saint Paul, Minnesota; Chicago, Peoria, Moline in Illinois; and Burlington as well as 
Keokuk, in Iowa.  In 1879, when the M.V.R.A. Regatta was held here in Keokuk, 25,000 people 
showed up to watch the races.  These races continued well into the 1890s, until new technology 
brought a new kind of boat racing to Keokuk.

The construction of the dam at Keokuk, and the resulting creation of Lake Cooper, was one 
way technology transformed boat racing at Keokuk; the other was the development of the 
gasoline-powered, internal combustion engine.  These two developments led to some motorboat 
racing off Rand Park as early as 1913.  However, the modern era of motorboat racing doesn't 
really get started here in Keokuk until the years just after World War II.

In 1950, with the help of Charles Hogle, a local business owner as well as a boat racing official, 
two sanctioning associations were brought together.  This was the year that the Mississippi 
Valley Boat Association and the American Power Boat Association combined with the help and 
sponsorship of the Keokuk Yacht Club to host a regatta.  This was one of the first unlimited races, 
open to all sizes of outboard and inboard motors.

Sometime in the late 1940s, with the help of several of the Yacht Club members, Lefty 
Krenmeyer had come up with the idea of and began planning for sponsored local boat races.  At 
first these races were held primarily for area youth, to give them something to do.  But within a 
few years some races were opened up to anyone who wanted to race and—more importantly!—
had a boat.  
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http://www.vigenmemorialhome.com


Not long ago I sat down with Louis Klepfer and Wayne 
McClain, both of whom remembered these early post-WWII 
boat races.  One of them remarked, “Lefty was going out on 
Sunday mornings and setting up a bunch of buoys, and all of 
us young guys would go out and race around them.  And he’d 
get fifty to seventy-five people coming out to watch us race.”

Klepfer’s first race for professional drivers was a marathon 
that stretched twenty five to thirty miles from the Rand Park 
area in Keokuk to Fort Madison's Riverfront Park and back.  
The bluff at Rand Park, which was then being mowed with a 
terraced picnic area, was filled with spectators during these 
marathon races.  Wayne McClain remembers winning one 
of the marathon races to Fort Madison and back.  Danny 
McNamara, another local driver, won several outboard 
runabout races in the years from 1949 to 1951.  Other young 
Keokuk outboard motor boat drivers included Charles 
Anschutz, George Gredell, Bill Short, Leroy Kirchner, Bill 
Logan, Gary Krenmeyer, Ronald Williams and Bob Brilon.

Almost all of these drivers started getting their 
experience and learning their craft at an early age, say 
between 13 and 15.  Many of them enjoyed early success 
and some even went on to achieve national fame.

In 1954, Ed Johnstone won the coveted Collis trophy at the Midwest 
Power Boat races in Muscatine, Iowa.  This trophy was a traveling 
award given each year to the driver that came the closest to breaking the 
world’s outboard speed record, and Johnstone was the winner out of a 
very large field of competitors.

One of Keokuk’s most successful and decorated drivers is Dick 
(Dickie) Pond.  He finished with twelve World Championships, having 
won his first national championship in 1956.  His career ran from 1949 to 
1969 and he was a winner in every classification from A to D in both the 
runabouts and hydro classes.

In 1959, while driving for Ross Gibson out of Macomb, Illinois, Pond 
was awarded the World Crown as the top driver in the nation.  Then in 
1961 while driving for Bill Tenny, he won the B hydro Championship at 
Minneapolis, Minnesota.
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Continued from Page 21

Members of the 1949 team, left to right:  Jack Fries, 
Bill Short, Charles Anschutz, Jerry Marshall, Wayne 
McClain, Billy Anschutz, Danny McNamara, George 
Gredell, Dr. Ewing, and Dickie Pond.

  Continued on Page 23
Louis Klepfer, Ed Johnstone  
(holding the Collis Trophy he'd 
won), Dickie Pond, and Ronald 
Williams after the  1954 Midwest 
Power Boat races.

http://www.riverhillsvillage.com


In 1962, Pond teamed up with Marshall Grant, who was the 
bass player in Johnny Cash’s band.  Grant owned the equipment 
and Pond drove; Grant did most of the set up and engine tuning.  
Certainly one of the most famous runabouts in racing at that time 
was the “Ring of Fire” boat that Pond and Grant raced.  While 
driving for Marshall Grant, Dicky Pond earned five world titles, 
three straightaway records and, on two occasions, the NOA North/
South Championship US Grant trophy.  The 1962 Mishey-Vinncent 
trophy, one of the most coveted awards in the professional division, 
was also awarded to Dick Pond.  

Another local driver who did not get his start at the Keokuk 
Yacht club is Jack Kugler.  Jack is a resident of Hamilton, Illinois, 
and owner of the Great Lakes Boat Club where Jack and his son Jeff, 
run the business together.  Jack also sponsors Jeff Kugler and Brad 
Greenslaugh who are still racing today.  Both will be in action over 
the 4th of July weekend.

Jack started racing while in the service in 1951.  He won his first 
national championship in 1979.  He won three championships in 
three different classes in 1981 and was inducted into the Racing 
Hall of Champions that same year.  Jack then won his sixth National 
Championship Crown in 2000 and ended his career with a total of 
nine national titles.

Jeff Kugler worked with his dad for many years, helping in 
any way he could.  But it was a combination of his dad and a great 
friend, Larry Latta, that persuaded Kugler to race professionally.  
Latta used to live in Keokuk and race out of Quincy, Illinois.  He, 
too, has won several national championships.

Jeff Kugler started his professional career in 1977 and, 
amazingly, won a world championship in his first race, 
in the 125 Hydro class.  He now has won a total of seven 
national championships in both runabout and hydro classes.  
The Kuglers are believed to be the first father and son to win 
back-to-back championships in this sport.

Brad Greenslaugh grew up across the street from the 
Kuglers, so he also learned boat handling and racing at an 
early age while becoming good friends with Jeff.  Brad was 
part of the Kuglers' race team for many years and started 
racing on his own in 2009.  He’s won two US Title Series 
Championships, in 2011 and 2012.  Greenslaugh's best finish 
so far in the national championships has been fourth place.

It is no wonder that Keokuk is known as “The Racing 
Capital of the World,” and “The Home of Champions.”  
Keokuk stock car drivers have won twenty-seven plus 
circuit championships compared to twenty-six plus circuit 
championships for the Keokuk Boat Racers.  On water as 
well as on land Keokuk is known on the national scene for 
its great racers.

The April, 1965 cover of  The World of Boat 
Racing featuring Johnny Cash atop the 
outboard runabout Dick Pond drove to claim 
multiple championships.

Continued from Page 22

23

Above, Jack Kugler on the river in 1951 and, below, 
Brad Greenslaugh (left) and Jack's son, Jeff, in 2011 — 
carrying on the tradition.
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Over the Bluff - 
 a journey in the past
 by  Joy Tillis

We stand at the base of Chief Keokuk's statue in Rand Park,
then cross to river side and gaze below;
stand witness to those big iron steps and railings
that disappear into the lower brush
and appear to go on forever.

We leave the floral park behind and begin our descent
to a verdant landing of green on both sides,
pausing to view the landscape,
the high grass, even bushes.
Above us, the sky peeks out less and less as we
continue down, down
the heavily foliaged beauty path,
wondering 'what lurks, hangs below?'

A glimpse of the river now, a misty view, probably halfway.
We know that at the bottom, there is a dip in the land,
then small trek up to the railroad tracks, and beyond
... the Mississippi's grandeur up close.
Story lore of snakes and things that scurry, move us on.

Along the massive, curving bluff, there are actual tunnels and
primitive paths; a thrilling little town of secrets.
We look back up the stairway, looming high and strong.

The sweet musty river smell now rests on every leaf.
Keeping on, clanging down those many steps,
next we see it, feel it with all our senses.
Slopping and lapping next to the tracks,
framing the park below the moving sky.
The ol' man has a way of doing that,
he just keeps rollin' in a natural way,
making all his scenery worthwhile. 



The Old Farm House
 by Mary Lee Maxwell

The trees wave flaming banners
Of autumn's red and gold
The sky so blue, the air so fresh
Just tinged with winter's cold

The crops have all been garnered in-
The fruits of summer's toil.
The fields lie black and waiting
With up-turned, fertile soil

The old farm house upon the hill
Is safe and snug and warm
It shelters all my loved ones
And shields them from all harm

For generations it has stood
Thru storm and sun and rain
Within its walls much happiness-
And death; and grief; and pain

I know each creaking timber
And I love its deep, wide stair
I've dreamed beneath its gabled roof
And spent my childhood there

I've found within its wall my share
Of happiness and tears
And I pray that it will shelter me
Thru my declining years.

February 1963 25

Driving in the midwest
 by  Joy Tillis

Soil.
Black and rich and sprouting
corn, soybeans, alfalfa...
against a blue sky
and striped with a precious few
two-lane highways,
scarred and sporting stories 
only the locals know.
Houses whiz past, some still with
porch swings for hot summer eves.
Remains of lemonade stands,
rusty red wagons.

Curve introduces the next horizon,
the next small town's speed limit;
where empty storefronts dot
yesterday's main street;
everyone's gone to the mall.
Now the sun tells time 
on hundred year old buildings.
One traffic light... stop for
slow freight train.
Then pick up speed.  On left,
a small house with large lawn art
and washing machine in yard.

Eyes on the road.
Aware of the air, the light, the quiet.
Ahead on the highway
summer heat shimmers in tiny waves.
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Rear Window
 by Tom Gardner
   For Louise

   I’ cominciai: “Poeta, volontieri
   parlerei a quei due che ’nsieme vanno,
   e paion sì al vento esser leggeri.”

     —Dante Alighieri, La Commedia, Inferno, V:  73-75.

I.

The back of my house overlooks two adjacent 
cemeteries.  The one directly beyond my back yard 

is municipal, while its far side is snug up against Iowa's 
only national cemetery.  My family has lived in this 
small town in the southeastern corner of the state for so 
long that several of my antecedents are buried in each of 
these cemeteries.

This isn't the house I grew up in.  That house was my 
parents' until my mother's death last year and my father's 
death two years earlier.  It's a bit more than three blocks 
away, only a block from the national cemetery, a place 
we always went to for the ceremonies that accompany 
patriotic holidays.  It and the municipal cemetery 
provided me with a useful shortcut when I was growing 
up.  Even at an early age I found nothing frightening 
about being in or near a place where the dead are buried.

In high school and in college, when I got serious about 
a girl, I would take her to see the places where the earlier 
generations of my family were buried.  This wasn't a date, 
exactly.  I brought flowers, but they weren't for the girl.  I 
would tell her about my family, the living and the dead, 
as I took a minute at each stop to tidy up each grave site 
and to put some flowers in the receptacle that held them 
in place.  What better way, I figured, for her to learn 
something about the kind of person I am.

Some might consider it odd that I have chosen to live 
nearly all of my life so close to the dead, but I've gotten so 
used to my silent and unseen neighbors that I hardly give 
them a thought.  But then, just three months ago, all that 
began to change.

Like a lot of people who have entered what is now euphemistically called “late middle 
age,” I find myself getting up at least once each night to use the bathroom.  I slip as quietly 
as possibly from the bed my wife and I have shared for nearly forty years and traipse along 
the back hallway that leads past the two bedrooms that are now only used when our children 
come to visit until I come to the bathroom at the far rear corner of the house.  Although I 
pass a row of windows as I make my way down the hall, there's not much light coming in, 
as they overlook the cemetery.  At night, its entrances are all closed and the gravel lanes that 
crisscross it are without any lighting.

One night last summer, however, the light of a full moon lit up both the cemetery and the 
back hall.  I happened to glance out the windows on my way back to bed when I noticed an 
odd sort of movement, a sort of pillar of misty light flitting across the headstones up a gentle 
rise that provides my back view with a horizon line.  This disturbance of the air seemed to 
stop short of the horizon, hover there with short side-to-side movements, and then work its 
way back down the hill where it dissipated. 

Paolo and Francesca by George Frederic Watts, 1870s 
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Saying Farewell to Friends, Tom and Betsy Gardner 

 
Tom and Betsy Gardner are starting a new 

chapter in their lives that includes getting 
to see grandson, William, on a daily basis…
which is the only thing that could compel 
them to leave their much loved Keokuk.

The Gardners are community cheerleaders 
and support many, many efforts to enhance 
Keokuk. The Keokuk Public Library, the 
Keokuk Art Center, the Keokuk Coin Club, the 
Keokuk Cultural and Entertainment District 
and its online magazine, the Confluence, to 
name a few. Through the years, Main Street 
Keokuk, Inc. has also benefited from their 
generous support. Their donations, ideas, and 
bidding have augmented MSKI’s downtown 
revitalization coffers many times over.

The good news is that Tom and 
Betsy are not going far, just up the 
road to Ames, Iowa, which means 
we will see them frequently. And, 
since Tom plans to stay involved 
in the Cultural and Entertainment 
District by writing for and proofing 
the Confluence, work that will bring 
him back to Keokuk, we will see him 
at monthly meetings.

We will not try to hold you here 
dear friends, as we know how very 
much you will enjoy your time with 
Chris, Helen, and most especially, 
William.

Photos from the going away 
party given in honor of Tom and 
Betsy–courtesy of Noel Brown



Keokuk Cultural & 
  Entertainment 
    District 

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

Cultural Assets in the District
  1 • Estes Park
  2 • Gateway Park 
  3 • Grand Theatre
  4 • Katie John House
  5 • Keokuk Art Center
  6 • Keokuk Public Library
  7 • Miller House Museum
  8 • The Lost Canvas Gallery
  9 • Plaza Cinemas
10 • Mississippi Water Power Museum
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  Dining outside the District
• Angelini’s - 1006 Main St.
• Beef, Bread & Brew -
 2601 Main St.
• China Buffet - 1501 Main St.
• Chintz’s - 1310 Main St.
• Dr. Getwell’s - 11th & Main
• Fort Worth Cafe - 
 526 S. 5th St.
• HyVee Kitchen - 3111 Main
• Hawkeye Restaurant -
 105 N. Park Drive
• Java River - 1000 Main 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 Union 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
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   City 
      Mall➙
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August
   1-31  • Fabric Art Exhibition by Ann Miller Titus of Quincy, IL, 
   co-sponsored by Keokuk Art Center and Chuck and Karen Gilbert, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        3  • Wednesday Afternoon Movie, 2:30 - 4 pm, Round 
   Room, Keokuk Public Library 
         • First Wednesday Jazz with the Bullis-Rutter 
   Big Band, 8 - 10 pm, Hawkeye Restaurant, 
   105 N. Park St.
        4  • Open Mic Night, 6:30 - 8 pm, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library
        5  • Tri-State Modern Quilt Guild Show, 9am - 5 pm, 
   First Christian Church, 3476 Main St.
  • Anne Miller Titus Reception, Keokuk Art Center,
    5 - 7 pm with talk at 6 pm, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library
        6  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
           • Tri-State Modern Quilt Guild Show, 9am - 3 pm, First Christian Church, 3476 Main St.
          • Praise in the Park, featuring James Ministries, 7 pm, Rand Park Pavilion  
          • Micro Wrestling, 8 pm, L-Treyns, 1108 Main St.  
        7  • Willie Nelson Review featuring Kevin Kull and friends, 2 pm, Grand Theatre
        8  • Game-On, 2:30 - 4 pm, Children's Area, Keokuk Public Library
        9  • BYU Vocal Point Concert, 12:15 pm, Rand Park Pavilion 
      10 • Wednesday Afternoon Movie, 2:30 - 4 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      11  • Free Movie Night featuring a new release selected by Movie Night viewers, 
   6 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library, free popcorn, 
   sponsored by the KPL Foundation
      13  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
        • Keokuk Cars & Coffee, 9 am - noon, Southside Boatclub
          • Twisted Cat Outdoors Fishing Tournament, 4 am - noon, Keokuk Riverfront
           • History of Keokuk Schools by Tonya Boltz, 1 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
           • The Blenders Concert, sponsored by the Rand Park Pavilion Commission,
    7:30 pm, Rand Park Pavilion 
      14  • History of the Keokuk Library by Angela Gates, 2 pm, 
   Miller House Museum, 318 N. 5th St.
      15  • Game-On, 2:30 - 4 pm, Children's Area, Keokuk Public Library
      16  • Tri-State Modern Quilt Guild meeting, 7 - 9 pm, Lower Level, Keokuk Public  Library
      17 • Wednesday Afternoon Movie, 2:30 - 4 pm, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library
      19  • Rollin' on the River Blues Fest, Victory Park
      20  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
          • KPL Lego Club, ages 5 - 15, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library. 
   Please call 524-1483 to register
         • Rollin' on the River Blues Fest, Victory Park
  • Deniro, Chupacabra, Laughing Soul, and
   Manhattan Blockade, 9 pm, L-Treyns, 
   1108 Main St.
      21  • Disciples Together Worship Service, 
   First Christian Church, 10:30 am, Rand Park Pavilion
      22  • Game-On, 2:30 - 4 pm, Children's Area, Keokuk Public LibraryCa
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      23  • What's it Worth?, An Antique Appraisal Event, 5:30 - 8:30 pm, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library.  Call 524-1483 beginning August 1 to schedule an appraisal.
      24 • Wednesday Afternoon Movie, 2:30 - 4 pm, Round 
   Room, Keokuk Public Library
      27  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
  • Dam Museum Fundraiser with hors d'oeuvres and auction, 6 pm, 
   at the new Dam Museum, 428 Main St.
      29  • Game-On, 3:30 - 5 pm, Children's Area, Keokuk Public Library
      31 • Wednesday After School Movie, 2:30 - 4 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library

September
   1-30  • Mixed Media by Carlene Atwater of Fort Madison, Keokuk Art Center, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        1   • Open Mic Night, 6:30 - 8 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        3  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
       • Harrison Lane (Country/Rock), sponsored by the Rand Park Pavilion Commission,
   5 pm, Rand Park Pavilion
        • Fast Forward (60's & 70's Classic Rock) , sponsored by the Rand Park Pavilion Commission,
   7:30 pm, Rand Park Pavilion
          • Bobaflex, Caught in the Crypt, Fivefold, and Deniro, 7 pm, L-Treyns, 1108 Main St. 
        5   • Labor Day Parade, 11 am, Main St. 
        7   • Wednesday After School Movie, 2:30 - 4 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library 
          • First Wednesday Jazz with the Bullis-Rutter Big Band, 
   8 - 10 pm, Hawkeye Restaurant, 105 N. Park St.
        8  • Free Movie Night featuring a new release selected by Movie Night viewers, 6 pm, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Library, free popcorn, sponsored by the KPL Foundation
       9  • Friday Needlework Group, 1 - 3 pm, Lower Level, Keokuk Public Library
      10  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
        • Keokuk Cars & Coffee, 9 am - noon, Southside Boatclub
          • KPL Lego Club, ages 5 - 15, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library. 
   Please call 524-1483 to register
  • So InCLINEd, final performance of the locally-written and produced biographical musical
    of Patsy Cline, 7:30 pm, Legacy Theatre, Carthage, IL
      12  • Game-On, Sept. 12, 19 & 26, 3:30 - 5 pm, Children's Area, Keokuk Public Library
      14  • Wednesday Pre-School Story Hour, Sept. 14, 21 & 28, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      15  • Thursday Pre-School Story Hour, Sept. 15, 22 & 29, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      17  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
  • Royal Bliss Live with October Rage, 9:30 pm, L-Treyns, 1108 Main
      18   • Church in the Park, Crossview Fellowship, 10 am,
   Rand Park Pavilion
      19   • Iowa Supreme Court Session - Oral Arguments, 
   time TBA, Grand Theatre
      20  • Photo Tour by Leroy Wolfmeyer, 6:30 pm, Round 
   Room, Keokuk Public Library
        • Tri-State Modern Quilt Guild meeting, 7 - 9 pm, 
   Lower Level, Keokuk Public  Library
  • Barbary Coast Dixieland Show Band, sponsored 
   by the Keokuk Concert Association, 
   7:30 pm, Grand Theatre
      21   • Wednesday After School Movie, 2:30 - 4 pm, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
23-25  •Geode Fest, Chaney Creek Boat Access, Hamilton, IL    30
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In order to add an event to this calendar, contact Carole Betts at 
bettsongrand@gmail.com 
To advertise in the Confluence, please contact Alka Khanolkar at 
alka_61@hotmail.com.
All ads should be approximately 3 x 5 inches in size and may be 
either vertical or horizontal. 
The cost is $40 per ad.

      24  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot 
           • Classic Movie Matinee, 1 - 3 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
  • Harps, Dulcimers, and Psalters by Irene Tukuafu, 2 pm,
    Miller House Museum, 318 N. 5th St.
       • A Bluegrass Night at the Opera, 7 pm, Grand Theatre
      25   • Bullis-Rutter Big Band, sponsored by the Rand Park 
   Pavilion Commission,2 pm, Rand Park Pavilion
      27  • How to Self Publish by Russ Fry, 6:30 pm, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library
      30  • L-Bird Fly-in and Convention, Keokuk Airport

October 
   1-31  • Mixed Media by Keith Andrew of Ursa, IL, co-sponsored by Keokuk
    Art Center and Janice Morgan, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        1  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
        3  • Game-On, Oct. 3, 10, 17, 24 & 31, 3:30 - 5 pm, Children's Area, Keokuk Public Library
        4  • Visiting the Beyond with Curt Strutz, 6:30 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        5  • Wednesday Pre-School Story Hour, Oct. 5, 12, 19 & 26, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
           • Wednesday After School Movie, 2:30 - 4 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library 
          • First Wednesday Jazz with the Bullis-Rutter Big Band, 8 - 10 pm, Hawkeye Restaurant, 105 N. Park St.
        6  • Thursday Pre-School Story Hour, Oct. 6, 13, 20 & 27, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
          • Open Mic Night, 6:30 - 8 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        8  • KPL Lego Club, ages 5 - 15, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library.  Please call 524-1483 to register
      11  • Straight Laced Girls by Kathy Wilson, 6:30 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      13  • Free Movie Night featuring a new release selected by Movie Night viewers, 6 pm, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Library, free popcorn, sponsored by the KPL Foundation
      15  • Farmers Market, 7 - 11 am, River City Mall Parking Lot
         • Classic Movie Matinee, 1 - 2:30 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
           • Fright Night, sponsored by the Parks and Recreation Board, 4 - 7 pm, Rand Park
      16  • Cemetery Tour, organized by K.A.R.E., 2 pm, Oakland Cemetery
      18  • Laura Ingalls Wilder by Sarah Uthoff - a Humanities Iowa Program, 6:30 pm, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library
       • Tri-State Modern Quilt Guild meeting, 7 - 9 pm, Lower Level, Keokuk Public  Library
      19   • Wednesday After School Movie, 2:30 - 4 pm, Round Room,
    Keokuk Public Library 
      20  • Buffalo Bill's Wild West Show Comes to Town, Lee County 
   Historical Society's annual dinner, doors open at 5 pm, 
   meal served at 6 pm, program at 7 pm, Meyers Courtyard, 
   629 Blondeau St.
      24 • KPL Children's Halloween Party, 6 - 7:30 pm, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library 
28/29  • The Addams Family, a GRP Production, 7:30 pm, Grand Theatre
      30  • The Addams Family, a GRP Production, 2 pm, Grand Theatre
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My father and I both had our careers working for our 
town's major employer, a factory that makes a wide variety of 
products from corn and corn starch.  He started there right out 
of high school at a time when good jobs could be had with just 
a high school diploma, but by the time I graduated from high 
school in the early seventies, a real career seemed much more 
likely with a college degree.  So I went off to college, majoring 
in chemical engineering.  Greg, my roommate through my 
junior and senior years, majored in meteorology, and we had 
kept in touch several time a year ever since we graduated, 
so he was the person I spoke to the next day concerning this 
atmospheric oddity I had observed in the night. 

“I've gotta ask you a question or two before I can answer 
your question,” Greg said after hearing me describe what I'd 
seen.  I had left out the fact that I'd been looking at a cemetery 
in the middle of the night, figuring he wouldn't take me 
seriously if I did.

“Okay, ask away.”
Where are you living these days?  Arizona?  New 

Mexico?  'Cause in hot, dry, dusty parts of the country you 
see something like what you're describing all the time.  They 
call 'em dust devils.  The Navaho refer to them as chiindii 
and consider them to be the ghosts or spirits of dead Navajos.  
Egyptians say they are fasset el 'afreet, or 'ghost's winds.'  In 
Kenya they’re called ngoma, which sorta gets back to that 
devil idea, only they are understood to be female in nature.”

“No, I'm not in Arizona or New Mexico or Egypt or Kenya.  
I'm still living in Iowa, same as always.”  I'd forgotten how 
much Greg liked to spout off arcane, totally useless bits of 
weather trivia, part of his schtick as a weather broadcaster.

“Okay, so maybe you're also not looking across a frozen 
field or lake, whatever, covered with a layer of dry snow.  
Then we'd be talking about a snow devil.  Can't help but think 
there's a devil in it somehow…  Oh, I've got it!  Were you 
looking at a power plant?  I've read that sometime, when the 
wind's just right, they give off what are called steam devils.”

“It's Iowa, the middle of summer, and the only power 
plant nearby is hydroelectric.  And I saw what I saw in the 
middle of the night.”

“The middle of the night?” Asked Greg.  “Oh boy, then I'm 
pretty sure I can't help you.  Maybe it was a corn devil.”

So I laughed politely and changed the subject.  I was glad 
I hadn't mentioned the cemetery.  And even more glad that I 
hadn't mentioned something else kind of peculiar about the 
swirling column of air and moonlight that I'd seen: I could 
swear that just for a moment, when it dithered at the top of 
the rise, I saw a face it it.   

II.
That night I stood by one of the windows overlooking 

the cemetery for at least fifteen minutes without seeing a 
thing.  The next night, not quite a half an hour, hoping my 
wife wouldn't wake up and come to the justifiable conclusion 
that she'd married a lunatic.  Soon the moon was no longer 
providing much light and I had pretty much concluded that 
what I'd seen must have been a figment of my imagination.  
Of course, I still was getting up most nights to “spend a 
penny,” as the Brits say, and I always checked the view out the 

Continued from Page 26
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windows that overlooked the cemetery, but I didn't look 
long and I didn't look hard, and I didn't linger for a later 
look, either.

Until the next full moon.
This time the pillar of mist and moonlight seemed to 

be coming from over the rise that defines the boundary 
between our town's two cemeteries.  I was on my way back 
to bed when, looking out the window, I saw a glow on the 
horizon.  This grew until it paused there, perhaps six feet tall 
but uncertain in shape.  Then from the base of this slight hill 
another pillar seemed to rise up from out of the solid ground 
and move toward the other, somewhat larger light. I watched 
them move slowly closer together, frightened as I had never 
been since I was a small child, frightened by what might 
happen when they reached each other.

The window I was looking out was open, catching the first 
cool breeze that you sometimes get at night when summer 
is just beginning to lose a bit of its power to the coming 
fall.  I leaned in close to the screen, trying to hear if these 
apparitions, these disturbances to the still night air, might 
make some kind of sound, even if only the soft whirring 
sound of a small vortex of wind.

They were utterly silent, but at just that moment my wife 
awoke and realized I was gone from our bed.  “Charles,” she 
called out, “are you all right?”

“I'm fine,” I answered in a soft voice.  “I'll be there in a 
minute.  Just admiring the moonlight.”

I would not have thought that my voice would carry even 
as far as the end of my backyard, but as soon as I spoke, both 
apparitions paused in their movement and seemed to coalesce 
into human form.  It was the image of a man standing near 
the top of the rise, while the image of a woman seemed to 
stand with her back to me, as if looking up at the man.

Then she turned and looked right at me, the same face 
as I had seen the month before.  It was the image of a young 
woman, quite beautiful, and a face that I thought I must 
surely know as well as my own face but could not place or put 
a name to, a face that somehow managed to take away all my 
fear though it was also a face of infinite sadness.

And then she turned back into a pillar of misty light and 
seemed to sink straight back into the ground.  When I looked 
for the other apparition, it too was gone.  There were just faint 
wisps of of fog floating between the tombstones, and then my 
wife called to me again, and I went back to bed.

I lay awake most of the night trying to put a name to the 
face I had seen, but the harder I tried, the more elusive it 
seemed.  Finally, near dawn, I decided the name would just 
have to come to me on its own, the way it so often works 
when you know you know something but just can't think of it.

Sure enough, it did come to me late that next afternoon 
when I went to get the evening paper.  I walked through the 
living room to get to the front door, a room we don't much use 
unless we have company.  Both our television and computer 
are in a four-season porch off the kitchen, the two rooms my 
wife and I are most likely to use during our waking hours.  So, 
I'm walking back toward the kitchen, reading the headlines, 
when I glance up and look at the shelf where we keep six or 
eight family photos.
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And there she was, holding a baby no more than two or 
three weeks old, looking down at her baby rather than at the 
camera.  The baby was me.  The woman I had seen in the 
cemetery the night before was my mother. 

III.
When I got back to the kitchen, my wife looked over at 

me from where she was peeling carrots and said, “What is it, 
Charles?  You look like you've seen a ghost.”  I realized that 
that was exactly what I had seen, but something told me I 
needed to resolve the mystery of my mother's restless spirit 
before I dared speak to anyone about what I had seen.

I also decided that I wanted to be ready for the next full 
moon.  If what I had seen was, in some unfathomable way, the 
spirit of my mother, dead now for over a year, but appearing 
to me as she was before I was born, 
then who or what was she going 
to meet by the light of the last full 
moon—and for what purpose were 
they meeting?  So, I looked up the 
date when the moon was next full 
and I got myself a pair of binoculars 
and a pocket guide to the birds 
of the Midwest.  The binoculars 
were so I could see more clearly what had so far seemed to be 
vague and shimmering, while the bird book was an excuse 
for keeping binoculars on the window ledge of one of the rear 
windows that overlooked the cemetery.

I did all of this, but at the same time I was half afraid 
that I was suffering from hallucinations or growing senile.  I 
asked myself if I had any unresolved issues with my mother, 
not that weird Freudian stuff, but just, say, unfulfilled hopes 
she had for me or things I'd done that made her feel bad.  I 
couldn't for the life of me think of anything along these lines 
that mattered.  She was nearly always cheerful, optimistic, 
and seemed to be genuinely pleased with the choices I'd made 
in my life.  Not only did we get along well together, but she 
and my wife and our two children, her grandchildren, all had 
got along well.

I suppose if there was any sort of strain in my relationships 
with my parents, it was with my father.  I know he loved me 
and my mother, but he was such a quiet, reserved sort of man 
who, like a lot of men, found it hard to put his feelings into 
words.  He would smile when he learned of something I had 
accomplished, especially if he thought I wasn't looking, but 
I could wait a long, long time before I heard a word of praise 
from him.  I cannot remember him ever telling me that he 
loved me, though he showed me that he did in many small 
and large ways.  I worked all four years that I was in college, 
but he was the one who paid my tuition and slipped me some 
money every time I came home for a visit.

In fact, my father was like so many of the other men I 
knew that belonged to his generation, right down to the way 
that he seemed to grow more and more disillusioned and 
discouraged as he got older, especially after he retired.  I'd 
tell him about things happening down at the plant, the place 
where I worked and he had worked until his retirement, but 
without coming right out and saying it, he let me know he 
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was no longer interested in the place where he worked, so 
we'd talk about sports or current events or the weather.  I was 
seeing him several times a week during the last years of his 
life, but the silences that took place during those visits seemed 
to grow so long that one or the other of us would turn on the 
tv, its inanities becoming a way to avoid thinking about why 
we found so little to talk about.

But, hey, what does any this matter?  If I was seeing the 
restless spirit of someone who had died, a spirit with some 
sort of “unfinished business” to complete, well, it wasn't my 
father I was seeing, but my mother.

These were the thought that continued to preoccupy me, 
no matter how many times my mind ran through them, and 
no matter whether I lay awake in my bed or stared out into 
cemetery behind my house, having got up in the middle of 

the night.  I could see my wife 
giving me worried, furtive looks, 
but I figured it was better for her 
to think I might possibly be going 
crazy than to tell her everything 
that had been happening to me 
and remove all doubt.   

I was already in place when 
the next full moon separated itself 
from the few clouds that hugged 

the horizon and bathed my back yard and the cemetery 
beyond in its soft light.  I made a point of looking at that 
part of the cemetery where I knew my parents were buried, 
side by side, assuming that if anything were to happen that 
night it would start there.  I could imagine my father, six 
feet below the surface, still in his coffin, not on his back as I 
had seen him at the funeral, but as I had so often seen him in 
life, lying Dagwood-like, his face to the back cushions of the 
living room couch.

And then I saw my mother, or what she had become, rise 
to the surface, a pillar of shimmering light, all aglow with 
anticipation and yearning. She began drifting uphill toward 
that boundary between the municipal cemetery and the 
national cemetery where, as I expected, anther shimmering 
light began to appear.  They moved toward each other now 
without any hesitation or uncertainty, and at that moment I 
thought I should turn away from what I was about to see, but 
I simply couldn't do it.

When they met, it was as if the mist that defined them 
dissipated into a steadier glow, and I could see them as clearly 
as I might see anyone from no more than a block away.  They 
seemed to float in place, their hands holding each other out at 
arm's length, and then they moved closer and began to dance.

They danced so beautifully together, neither leading nor 
following, just knowing each how the other would move 
and moving to a rhythm their shapes seem to create and 
respond to.  It was only later that I thought how odd it was 
that these two, lacking a physical existence, would manifest 
themselves to the living world in the most purely physical of 
art forms.  Their art, the beauty they created, was an illusion, 
the appearance of something that was not there, at least not in 
any measurable sense. 

"... and at that moment 
I thought I should turn away from 

what I was about to see, 
but I simply couldn't do it."



Still, what I saw was a source of joy 
to watch, not for its precision, not for its 
athleticism, but for its intensity, a moment 
made so perfect that it surely must have existed 
outside of time as well as this contingent 
universe.  It was a display of pure grace, the 
very definition of what it means to be graceful. 

And then it was over.  The full moon bathed 
the cemetery in its dreamy light, the air so still 
it was a wonder that wisps of fog seemed to 
move over and between the headstones.

I had already started making my plans for 
the next full moon.  By then a light jacket might 
be in order.  The path that curved around the 
edge of the municipal cemetery to where that 
slight rise divided it from the national cemetery 
would be uncertain in the dark so I needed to 
walk it several times, enough to be sure I could 
do it without a flashlight.  I knew exactly where 
I needed to be standing, a vantage point from 
which I could see all the way down to where 
the soldiers from the Korean War lie buried.

It's about time I found out who I really am. 

Author's Note:  In the fifth book of Dante's 
Inferno, he and his guide Virgil come to the 
place where those who were overwhelmed by 
lust spent eternity.  There he sees the spirits of 
Francesca and Paolo, blown first one way and 
then another by a wind that represents their 
passion.  Recognizing the couple, Dante asks 
Virgil if he might speak with them:

And I began: "O Poet, willingly
Speak would I to those two, who go together,
And seem upon the wind to be so light." 

This is an English translation of the epigraph at the beginning of this short story.

Francesca tells Dante their sad story.  She had become engaged to Paolo's brother John, 
thinking this arranged marriage would be to Paolo.  John, who was disfigured and uncouth, 
left his wife in his brother's company often.  One day they were reading together the story of 
Lancelot's illicit love affair with Guinevere, when “… he, who never from me shall separate 
/ at once my lips all trembling kissed.”  John soon discovered their infidelity and killed them 
both.  Francesca concludes…

Love, that releases no beloved from loving,
took hold of me so strongly through his beauty
that, as you see, it has not left me yet.
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