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"Just call me Tommy – I've been Tommy all my life."
Allowing me some time from his mowing, Tommy Tinder and I sat in 

his and Vicki's comfortable front room, a young grandson's play room nearby. 
Elbows resting on his long legs, Tommy leaned forward, energized with the 
idea of talking about his music. The conversation's cadence alternated between 
a fast rock beat and a soulful melody.

When did you become interested in music? I asked.
"My mama told me that when I was a toddler, even before I could talk, I sang 

with commercials on our little black and white TV." He smiled, remembering. 
"We used to live near the old junior high. There was a little music store on 
North 13th between Concert and High. A beautiful guitar was displayed in 
the window. On my way home from school, I'd stand there admiring that red 
Gibson Kalamazoo. One day the owner invited me into the store. He'd seen me 
standing at the window every day, and he asked if I wanted to hold the guitar. 
Boy, did I! Then he did a wonderful thing. The guitar cost $125. I was just a 
kid, not even in high school, so I had no money. This man wrote out a purchase 
contract for my folks to read. It said I could pay whatever I could afford every 

month, and eventually I would own the guitar.
"Remember, it was the 1960s and there were a lot of 

garage bands in the area: the Gallows, Brillo & the 
Firebirds, GONN, Freddie Tieken & the Rockers. I only 
knew three chords, but that was enough to get into a 

new band."
Tommy's parents taught him two important 

things. His mother stressed the importance 
of praying for others, and his dad lived 
the importance of a good work ethic. "He 
expected all six of us to work hard. So at 14, 
when I wasn't at school, I was either at my 
part-time job or in my room learning guitar. 

I never had a lesson; I just listened and 
asked questions. Over the years I was 
around some really good musicians, 

and they were always willing to 
share what they knew."

Continued on 
Page 2

Smiling Tommy with guitar.  
Photo by Ed Vinson
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After Tommy Tinder graduated from Keokuk High School in 1969, he 
enrolled at Keokuk Community College. "By then I was playing somewhere 
every weekend." Tommy graduated from KCC then moved to Milwaukee with 
his widowed mother. At 21, he joined VISTA (Volunteers in Service to America) 
where he became a teacher's aide at the Martin Luther King Community School. 
His goal was to become a teacher of mentally challenged children. But life takes 
detours, and Tommy returned to Keokuk where eventually he and Vicki Winn 
were married.

He had worked at 
General Mills for three 
years when he applied 
for a janitor's job at 
Union Electric. "It was 
a pay cut, but I knew if 
I got my foot in the UE 
door I could have a good 
future." Sure enough, 
after three months the 
young janitor became a 
meter reader. 

Then just three 
months later he moved 
into the apprentice 
lineman program, 
eventually becoming a 
certified lineman. "For 
about 20 years I was 
a lineman, then five 
years as an overhead 
repairman.  I was a foreman for seven years, then retired from Alliant Energy."

Keokuk's rich music environment surrounded Tommy in the 1970s. Even 
with a wife and a day job at UE, he found time for the River City's music scene. 
Continually honing his guitar skills, Tommy also taught himself the keyboard 
and he became a popular lead singer with whichever band he was a member. 
Trying to find their identity, bands and musicians move around frequently. 

Continued from Page 1

Continued on Page 3

Workers for Union Electric do some high 
altitude work on a transformer at the 
Messenger substation at the intersection of 
Plank and Messenger roads. 
            Daily Gate City photo by Mike Renkes

mailto:artworks1221@gmail.com
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mailto:gardners3@gmail.com 
http://www.FCB-Keokuk.com


Some of the early bands Tommy played 
with were Soul Quad, Soul Unlimited, 
Moods, and Mid-sky Ear & Eye.

In an earlier Confluence article, 
"Keokuk Garage Bands," Shane Etter 
wrote, "What's missing today are the 
great venues for local bands, all those 
performance spaces that are now only 
memories. … all the places you could 
go and listen to music and dance to 
the music that was being made right 
there, on the spot, by people that we 
knew. I remember those teen dances 
at Keokuk's youth centers like the 
YMCA or YWCA, … (local fraternal 
clubs,) Jerry's Roller Rink in Kahoka, 
or the Lakeview Club in Hamilton, the 
Holiday Inn in Keokuk."

Tommy continued playing on 
weekends in Keokuk, when he 
caught the ear of Darrell Walker. 
In a handwritten history of Fifth 
Ave. Funk, Doug Clark (Funk's bass 
player) reveals, "5th Ave. Funk had its 
beginning in a meeting of minds … 
in August, 1976. … Daryl knew of an 
excellent vocalist/guitarist named Tommy who might be 
interested and available.…

"Finally in the spring of 1977, 5th Ave Funk … began 
gigging." As with any band, members came and left, but 
finally "the Funk had the band they wanted … so, except 
for Randy (Flambeau), the group is there. Randy is the 
phantom rhythm section. He owns the club that the Funk 
got their start in. One night he was asked to sit in and he's 
been sitting in off and on ever since. There you have it. 5th 
Ave Funk!"

A promotional piece claimed "(Fifth Ave.) Funk is unique 
in their use of horns, synthesizers and extra percussion 
– rendering a full, complete sound capable of producing 
an endless variety of music. Not rock, not disco, but funk. 
… The only fine funk band in the Midwest." In addition 
to his other talents, Tommy wrote some of the songs the 
group did. They enjoyed significant success throughout 
middle America. Locally, the Funk played at the 1979 Street 
Fair in Victory Park, and at In the Mood. Our lead singer 
remembers, "We were as close to a professional band as I've 
been in. We had an agent in St. Louis and traveled all over 
the Midwest." But balancing family life with a day job and 
the traveling musician's life was difficult. After three years 
with the Funk, Tommy changed directions. It was time to 
spend more evenings with his wife and their newborn child.

Remembering Quiante's birth, Tommy says, "It changed 
my life because of the miracle of birth. I knew from 
witnessing it (birth), it isn't something that just happens. 
It's a God thing. It's something you never forget." Tommy 
became a Christian shortly after the birth of their first son.
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Continued from Page 2

Fifth Ave. Funk, pictured from left: Randy Flambeau, congas, 
marimba, percussion; Darrell Walker, Hamilton, Ill., electric piano, 
lead guitar, vocals; Rick McCartney, Hamilton, Ill., alto and tenor 
sax, vocals; Tommy Tinder, Keokuk, electric piano, lead guitar, vocals; 
Mike Snyder, Keokuk, drums; Doug Clark, Kahoka, Mo., bass, vocals; 
Scott Young, Keokuk, trombone, vocals, impersonator.

Continued on Page 4

http://www.myconnectionbank.com


Keokuk life was even sweeter for the Tinders when Levi was born. Every parent 
says time seems to pass swiftly when you're raising children; there's not much time for 
a parent's interests when the kids are in activities. Then too soon, the boys grew up and 
left home. Vicki began working part-time at WalMart and Tommy was content in his 
UE career. Life was good.

The Tinders worshipped at New Testament Christian Church on Hilton Road, and 
Tommy never forgot his mother's advice, "Remember to pray for others."

Sometime in the '90s, their pastor, Brother Bill Hauser, learned about Tommy's 
music background. He asked Tommy to visit a church in Oregon, Missouri, to listen 
to their praise band. Tommy drove back to Keokuk from the seven-hour round-trip 
with exciting ideas on how to enhance the worship at New Testament. Eventually the 
traditional worship time was complemented with a separate contemporary service 
featuring the praise band. Musicians came and went, but the regulars were Mike and 

Angie Maher, Bruce Derr, Kathleen and Todd 
Bullard, Joel and Viann Neally, Emily Doolin and 
Tommy. Evolving from secular soul/funk/rock 
bands to aChristian praise band, Tommy Tinder 
had found his Way.

Handing me a CD entitled "Christmas Hwy 
136," Tommy reminisced about a 2004 concert 
at the Grand Theatre noting that it was "Ed 
Vinson [who] got this idea about performing a 
Christmas show." The performance was a huge 
success, more patrons than tickets, the overflow 
crowd standing in the lobby. The program lists 
Ed as the producer/director; Chuck Betts, Noel 
Brown, Mike Albright, David Rulon, Christopher 
Vinson and Joe Loving were all part of the crew. 
In fact, 17 performers were essential for the show. 
"It was amazing, I still can't believe it. All those 
performers, all those musicians, and not ONE 
mistake. Not one!"

Tommy's collaboration with Ed Vinson continued 
as they made worshipful music together as part of a 
traveling praise band. Back home, Tommy's church 
needed a new PA system. Using the talent God gave 
him, Tommy decided to record a praise CD with 
the profits going to his church. So in 2011 Tommy 
recruited his praise band sisters and brothers, and 

encouraged both sons and all his 
siblings to join in a music ministry. 
Then, using Ed Vinson's recording 
studio and his expertise, "The 
Reminder" came to be.

On the flipside of the CD jacket, 
Tommy explains, "After writing 
the songs for this album I realized 
that all these songs are my personal 
reminders about my relationship 
with Jesus Christ … When I made 
the decision …  to become a 
Christian that's when I said 'Lord 
I'm Yours,' use me as you see fit. 
…  I'm still in awe how he's blessed 
me over the years. What 'Amazing 
Grace' and mercy he continues to 
show me."

Continued from Page 3

Tommy's CD cover, "The Reminder." Photo by Ed Vinson

Continued on Page 5 4
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Continued from Page 4

Tommy's original composition, "When I Think About You," rose to #4 on the Arise 
Radio Weekly Top 20. Tommy humbly reflects, "All the songs of this album point to 'Jesus 
Love,' a love that surpasses all understanding." Accompanying Tommy on the album are 
his praise band family and his Tinder family: 
sons Quiante and Levi, brothers Tony, Paul and 
Larry, sisters Robin and Sharon, and sister-in-
law Ethel.

An important part of his life is his family 
band, The Tinders. "I'm real blessed to be part 
of The Tinders. We take our music ministry to 
area nursing homes. Besides my family (listed 
above), John and Amanda Hemsworth and 
Paul's son Dempsey also travel with us to share 
God's love and his Word. We all agree that we 
always come away with more blessings than we 
leave behind."

Vicki and Tommy officially have retired from 
the work-a-day world. The not-so-old soulful 
rocker picks up his white Fender Stratocaster 
guitar, smiling. Strumming thoughtfully, he 
admits that sometimes he can't believe it all 
started 50 years ago. When his friends from 
Fifth Ave. Funk get together, naturally they talk 
about the old music scene.

Tommy brings out a scrapbook of clippings, 
photos and band posters. He smiles, "So my grandkids will know about my life and my 
music." The book might be for the grandkids, but today the pages are his to turn. Most of 
the book is memorabilia from Keokuk's '70s music scene. The last part of the thick book 
tells about Tommy Tinder's journey with Jesus and the blessings from his music ministry. 
But the book isn't finished; 18 blank pages are ready for Tommy's next chapter about the 
music in his soul.

Perhaps his mother's prayers have been answered.

"The Tinders breathed a little blues and rock 'n' roll into some 
old school gospels … during the 21st annual African-American 
Celebration." MPN photo by Karyn Spory.

http://www.tridentnature.com
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Keokuk history and art will come together 
beginning December 10th at an exhibit in the 

Round Room of the Keokuk Art Center. When Tom and 
Betsy Gardner, long time Keokuk residents, decided to 
move to Ames, Iowa to be near family, Tom donated 
a large part of his vast collection of Keokuk historical 
items to the Art Center. Many of the items will be on 
display in this exhibit.

The Keokuk Art Center will keep many of the pieces 
for their permanent collection but there will also be 
many items for sale. The income from the sale will 
be used for Art Center programs such as Artist in the 
Schools, monthly exhibits and classes.

Along with many beautiful framed pieces are other 
Keokuk items such as tins, cigar cutters, documents, 
signatures and photographs of important Keokuk 
residents, street fair posters, calendars from businesses, 
Huiskamp Bros. & Hubinger items, etc!

The public is invited to this exhibit. An opening 
reception will be held on Saturday, December 10 
from 5:00 – 7:00 pm. Keokuk Art Center 
members will be able to purchase items at 
a 10% discount.

History on Display
 by  Sandy Seabold

Posters, plaques, photographs and 
more will be among the local items 
displayed–with some for sale.
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The story of the South Lee County Courthouse is in large part 
the story of the development of the Federal Court System in the 

early years of our country. In 1846 Iowa became the 29th state to join 
the Union. On February 26, 1853, the United States Congress created 
federal court divisions in the State of Iowa. At that time, the state was 
divided into three divisions, the northern, the central and the southern. 
Lee County was in the southern division of the Federal Court System. 
Initially, the Federal Court judge for the southern division, James M. 
Love, sat at Dubuque, Iowa City and Burlington. Three years later and 
on March 3, 1859, The United States Congress reapportioned the districts 
for the federal courts in the State of Iowa. The new divisions were the 
northern division, the southern division and the western division. Lee 
County continued to be a part of the southern division. The places for 
holding court were changed as a part of that reapportionment. Dubuque 
continued as a seat of the federal court, but the Iowa City location was 
changed to Des Moines, and the court sitting in Burlington was moved 
to Keokuk. Then, in the early 1880s, the state of Iowa was divided into 
two federal districts. Judge Love was assigned to the Southern District. 
So, after that date, Judge Love continued to hear federal cases in Keokuk, 
Council Bluffs and Des Moines. At least during the decade of the 1880s, 
Keokuk's court was held at the Estes House located on the west corner of 
Fifth and Main Street. 

Just three years after the placement of the federal court in Keokuk and 
on July 16, 1862, President Abraham Lincoln nominated Keokuk resident 
Samuel Freeman Miller as an associate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court. 
According to Wikipedia, he "was confirmed (by the U.S. Senate) within a 
half an hour after it received notice of his nomination.” A docket booklet 
distributed by the United States Circuit Court for the Southern District 
of Iowa showed the terms of court at Keokuk and listed the names of 
the judges including the Honorable Samuel Miller as a justice of the U.S. 
Supreme Court, the Honorable George W. McCreary as the U.S. Circuit 
Judge and, of course, the Honorable James M. Love as Judge of the U.S. 
District Court. A copy of the docket booklet's cover for the June term of 
1883 is pictured. This particular booklet sets out the cases to be heard in Keokuk during 
that term of the Eastern Division of the Federal Court's Southern District. It describes 
the various locations of the courts in the Southern District of Iowa and gives the dates 
of court in the different locations. The trial docket then listed the federal cases to be 
heard during this particular session. Federal cases included patent infringement cases 
and interstate commerce cases mostly involving railroads and insurance companies. 
According to the docket, court was in session in Keokuk on Thursday, July 5th, and 
Wednesday, July 11th, and Saturday, July 14th.  On the later day, the final case to be heard 
was Irwin Phillips Company versus the Wabash, St. Louis and Pacific Railway Company. 
Irwin Phillips was represented by Hagerman, McCreary and Hagerman and the Railroad 
was represented by F.T. Hughes (the grandfather of the billionaire, Howard Hughes). 

As time went on, the federal government deemed it appropriate to establish separate 
federal buildings to house the U.S. Post Office and the United States Court facilities. The 
National Park Service, in its pamphlet "Federal Courthouses and Post Offices: Symbols 
of Pride and Permanence in American Communities,” notes that: "Following the Civil 
War, the Supervising Architect's Office began designing more elaborate federal buildings. 
These buildings were meant not only to house government offices, but also symbolized 
the power and stability of the federal government. Alfred B. Mullet became Supervising 
Architect in 1866 and helped bring attention to the federal building program. Ornate new 
government buildings in major cities such as Boston, New York, Philadelphia, called to 

South Lee County Courthouse
 by Jack Smith

The cover of an 1883 Southern District of 
Iowa Docket.

Continued on Page 8



mind the prosperity of the nation. Mullet designed many of 
these impressive buildings in the grand Second Empire style, 
a style based upon French architecture during the reign of 
Emperor Napoleon III (1852 - 1870). 

Mullet and his staff also designed federal buildings for 
many smaller cities such as Raleigh, North Carolina and 
Madison, Wisconsin. These buildings often followed standard 
plans, but still reflected the architectural character of their 
particular region. Mullet said, ‘In preparation of plans, I have 
been governed by the requirements of the various branches 
of the public business at each locality and while avoiding 
any unnecessary expense or display, I have endeavored to 
render each building ample for the proper accommodation 
of the officers for whose use it was intended, and at the same 
time convenient, durable, and credible to the government.’ 

Because custom houses and federal courthouses usually were needed 
in growing urban centers, the construction was seen as a statement 
of that city's importance and potential for future prosperity. To the 
citizens of these cities, federal buildings represented the ‘latest in 
architectural style and technology and, symbolically, membership in 
the Union.’ As symbols of stability, such buildings inspired confidence 
in the federal government.”

The National Park Service article goes on, "The financial panic 
of 1873 and the depression that followed caused a big change in the 
federal building program. Second Empire style buildings seemed 
overly grand and expensive for the hard economic times. The less 
decorative Romanesque Revival style characterized by massive rough 
textured stone walls, rounded arches and square towers–became 
popular for the federal buildings of the 1880s... By l892, the Office 
of the Supervision Architect maintained almost 300 buildings with 
nearly 100 more under construction. The Supervising Architect's Office 
continued to construct Romanesque Revival style buildings well into 
the 1890s." 

So it was with the Keokuk Post Office and Courthouse building. 
In 1885, a site was selected for the U.S. Post Office and Federal 
Courthouse building in Keokuk. It was to be located on a parcel of 
land at 7th and Blondeau Street. In that same year, the City of Keokuk 
donated the land to the government of the United States for the 
construction of the new U.S. Post Office and Federal Courthouse. The 
architects who designed the building were Miffline Bell and Will A. 
Freret. It was described as "round arch, Victorian" architecture. The 
foundation was laid in April 1887 and the building was completed 
on September 30, 1888. (Picture #2 & #3) The first picture of the 
courthouse building was part of the Property Photograph Form 
filed with the building's application for nomination for the National 
Register of Historic Places prepared by Professor Buford L. Pickens of 
Washington University, St. Louis. It shows the building as it was just 
completed on September 30, 1888. The second picture is a drawing 
of the original structure included in the Annual Supplement of the 
1894 edition of The Constitution-Democrat. The building as originally 
completed included a clock tower which was just five stories high. 
According to the National Register Application, "either the citizens 
or the architects realized the original five-story tower ... was not tall 
enough to serve its time-keeping civic function or to be in proper 
proportion to the whole." So, in approximately 1890, the top of the 
clock tower was removed and two additional stories were added to 
the tower so that it reached its current height of seven stories. 
(Picture #4). 

Continued from Page 7
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The National Register Property Photographs Form describes 
the U.S. Courtroom which was on the second floor of the building. 
At one end of the room was the judge's bench which included the 
original Victorian 1887 woodwork, window trim, benches and 
railings. "The Italian marble mantel piece (of the fireplace) ... can be 
seen projecting from the wall on the left. The ceiling height was over 
16 feet." (Picture #5) The building contained some 16 similar marble 
fireplaces. On the lower level were imposing cast iron structural 
columns with octangular Corinthian caps, molded plaster beams 
and ceiling cornices. The octangular cast iron pedestal for each 
column was "perforated by grills for the cold-air returns". (Picture 
#6) The interior of the first floor stair hall included "cast-iron newels, 
stair stringers and risers, the decorative wrought-iron balustrade, 
molded oak handrail, marble parquet floor, marble base and 
wainscot five feet high. (Picture #7) 

Not long after the federal court administration moved into the building in 
October 1890, Supreme Court Justice, Samuel Miller, died. His body laid in 
state at Keokuk's U.S. Courtroom until the funeral services which took place 
in the Unitarian Church on 4th and High Street in Keokuk. The federal court 
remained in these facilities until 1957. The building continued to be used as the 
U.S. Post Office until 1990 when the post office was moved to 214 South 2nd 
Street. In 1985, restoration activities were undertaken to adapt the reuse of the 
building for the Lee County Offices to serve the south half of Lee County. The 
study for the reconstruction was conducted by The Design Partnership of Des 
Moines for the Lee County Board of Supervisors. The renovation continued 
for a number of years. The building is now on the National Register of Historic 
Places and continues to be used as a courtroom today serving the Iowa District 
Court sitting in South Lee County at Keokuk. 

Continued from Page 8
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Pictures #5, #6 and #7 
showcasing the interior 
of the South Lee County 
Courthouse. 
Photos by Ingram 
Portrait Studio.

http://www.conncommunications.com
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During the past eighteen months, the Grand has been undergoing some 
much needed TLC.  In the spring of 2015, touch up on the interior paint was 

accomplished.  That summer the west wall was tuck-pointed and a new sound system 
installed. The dressing rooms were repainted and new benches and bulletin boards 
purchased for the basement area during the winter and spring of 2016.  Outside trim, 
fire escapes and doors were repainted this summer.  All new LED lighting has been 

installed throughout the theater and 
dressing rooms.  

Many may not know that the dressing 
rooms are sponsored by various local 
organizations.   They put in their time 
and finances to update the rooms.  The 
downstairs rooms were decorated by 
Keokuk’s Cultural and Entertainment 
District, Hamilton Kiwannis, Keokuk 
Lions Club, Keokuk Rotary, American 
Legion Post  #41, Keokuk Business 
and Professional Women and Keokuk 
Contractors.  The stage left room is 
dedicated to Tom Wemette, a Keokuk 
educator and dedicated supporter of the 
Grand.  It is maintained by the Keokuk 
School District.  The room on stage right 
has been refurbished by the Keokuk 
Concert Association and dedicated this 
year to Caroline Peters, a local music 
teacher and tireless supporter of the 
arts.  The dressing rooms also have 
new plaques designating the sponsors.  
There is still one room that needs to 

be adopted.  If anyone is interested they may leave a message on The 
Grand’s phone: 319-524-2086.

The Grand Theatre Commission is grateful to these supporters of our 
beautiful and historic Grand Theater.  Without the support and hard work 
of the Grand Theater Foundation many of these updates could not have 
been tackled.  Commission member and all around handyman Jerry Herr 
keeps everything shipshape.

Sprucing Up the Grand Theatre
 by Dianne Stanley

The Grand's magnificent theater space recently received a little TLC 
including a bit of plaster repair and skillfully applied touch up paint. 
Photo by Mississippi Valley Photography

Downstairs, the hallway and dressing 
rooms now glow thanks to fresh paint 
and new LED lighting.



Oh Freedom!
Songs of the Civil Rights Movement

The Civil Rights Movement has been described as one of the greatest singing movements that 
this country has experienced.  From "We Shall Overcome" to "This Little Light of Mine," music 
played a vital role in that historic struggle both as an inspirational rallying point and as a way 
to spread the message of equality and justice.

From the Freedom Riders, to the jails of 
Montgomery, Alabama and Parchman Prison, 
all the way to Washington, D.C., both old and 
new songs of the era spoke to the yearning for 
equal rights, the struggle and the determination 
to win freedom.  They engaged and energized 
the movement and became the backbone of the 
nonviolent civil disobedience movement led by 
Dr. King and others.  Music was a huge part of 
the process both locally and nationally.

In a show created to celebrate the 50th 
anniversary of the civil rights movement, 
award winning Illinois folksinger Chris Vallillo 
performs pivotal songs from the music that 
inspired and sustained this landmark movement.  
Intermixed with the music, Vallillo presents 
first-hand accounts of the historic struggle and 
discusses the impact of music to our nation's most important social cause.

Chris will also be an Artist in the Keokuk Schools on Friday, November 4th.

Chris Vallillo in Concert
Saturday November 5, 2016, 7:30 pm

Grand Theater, Keokuk, Iowa
Advance tickets* are $10, Students $5 (through 12th grade)

Tickets at the door will be $12 & $7
*Advance tickets are available at the Keokuk Art Center, Keokuk Public Library, 

and the Affiliates Office (511 Blondeau Street)

Sponsored by The Keokuk Art Center; Keokuk Cultural and Entertainment District;  
Keokuk Association for Rights & Equality (K.A.R.E.); 

and Nancy Tweedy Seabold, Cramer Real Estate 11
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A sampling of the many items featured 
at past festivals is pictured here.  This 
year, once again, the silent and live 
auctions will give attendees much to 
choose from.

You are cordially invited to attend the 
2016 Festival of Trees & Gifts which is 

sponsored by the Keokuk Art Center. The event 
will be held on Saturday, November 19 at Faith 
Family Church at 7:30 p.m. Ticket cost is $15 and 
includes a light buffet dinner.

This event is always a great kick off to 
Keokuk’s holiday season and is the primary fund 
raiser for the Art Center. Income from the festival 
helps support the Artist in the Schools Program, 
monthly exhibits in the Round Room, classes and 
other Art Center activities.

Please enjoy these photos from past festivals 
and plan to join us this year!

For more information about the Festival of 
Trees, contact Executive Director Tom Seabold at 
319-524-8354. 

Winter Wonderland
 The 27th Annual Festival of Trees & Gifts

http://www.rollinontheriverkeokuk.com
mailto:rollinontheriver11@gmail.com
mailto:nlseabold@msn.com
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It's a Wonderful Life in Keokuk

Downtown Keokuk will come alive with the sights and sounds of the holidays on 
December 2nd during Main Street Keokuk’s 24th Annual Puttin’ on the Glitz.  The 

sidewalks and shops will be lighted and adorned in garland and bright red bows.    
McNamara’s Band, carolers, and strolling musicians will add a pleasing mix of 

harmonious sounds to the busy streetscape.  A vintage Christmas tree lot will offer a touch 
of nostalgia and a fun photo op during this adult night out in downtown Keokuk.  

Puttin’ on the Glitz “It’s a Wonderful Life in Keokuk” is an evening of dining and 
shopping with signature drinks, beer, wine, and entertainment.  Santa will be in and out 
of stores visiting with merchants and shoppers.  He will have a pocketful of Glitz Coins to 
give away.  Each coin has a $1 value and may only be spent on the night of Glitz.  

Shoppers will want to join in the search for the lost bank bag filled with Christmas Cash.  
Each business will have a helpful clue to help narrow down the location of the lost bag.  
Think you know where the bag is located?  Just drop your guess in the special container 
available in businesses.  All correct guesses will be entered into a drawing and one lucky 
person will win the contents of the bank bag - $300 in Christmas Cash to spend at any of 
the Glitz participating businesses.  

Puttin’ on the Glitz is all about “the glitz” and this year’s Grand Prize will not 
disappoint.  The shimmering diamond pendant has a retail value of $1,500.  Shoppers may 

purchase Grand Prize Boxes at participating businesses 
available only the day and evening of Glitz.  Each 
vintage-wrapped box will be filled old fashioned candy, 
a jingle bell – attached to a red lanyard printed with “It’s 
a Wonderful Life in Keokuk” – and a Grand Prize Ticket.  
Boxes are $10 each and only 500 will be sold.  

Everyone is invited to the Glitz after party hosted 
by Great River Players at the GRP building located 
at 6th and Johnson Street.  The reception will include 
beverages, snacks, and a scene from the movie “It’s a 
Wonderful Life” performed by members of Great River 
Players.  Doors open at 9:15.  You’ll want to attend as 
Santa will announce the Grand Prize winning number 
during the reception. 

Puttin’ on the Glitz is a time to meet up with family, 
friends, and neighbors for an evening shopping, 
dining and entertainment in downtown Keokuk.  It is a 
wonderful life in Keokuk.

The winner of this year's Grand Prize will take home 
the diamond necklace pictured above.  Members of 
GRP will use their talents to remind everyone what a 
"Wonderful Life" truly entails.

http://www.vigenmemorialhome.com
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Sandy Seabold, Tom Gardner, Dev Kiedaisch & 
Ed Kiedaisch showing some of the ties that have 
been donated to the Keokuk Art Center.

Several retirees who are long-term supporters 
of the Keokuk Art Center recently came up 

with the idea that the ties they no longer need to 
wear to work might still be of some use. When Tom 
Gardner retired from his teaching job at Southeastern 
Community College, he found himself owning many 
ties that he would no longer need. He decided to 
donate his ties to the Keokuk Art Center in hopes that 
someone would make a quilt from them which could 
be sold at the Art Center’s annual Festival of Trees. 
According to Tom "Few, if any, cultural organizations 
can equal the Keokuk Art Center's record of outreach 
and of value returned for every donation it has 
received.  I hope that an Art Center tie quilt will 
become an ongoing opportunity for those who care 
about art in Keokuk to support its efforts."

Sandy Seabold has agreed to make the first quilt 
but she will need lots more ties before she can begin. 
If you, like Tom and other retirees, have decided 
that you probably don’t need your ties anymore and 
you would like to donate them, please contact Sandy 
or drop them off at the Keokuk Art Center (open 
Tuesday thru Saturday mornings). You can reach 
Sandy at 319-524-1221 or at artworks1221@gmail.com.

Ties for the Arts
 

I don't suppose a writing man ever really gets rid of his old 
crocus-yellow neckties.  Sooner or later, I think, they show up in his 
prose, and there isn't a hell of a lot he can do about it.

                – J.D. Salinger

mailto:lcihs@yahoo.com
http://lcihs.org
http://www.cramerrealestate.com
mailto:artworks1221@gmail.com


O ne of Keokuk's most important photographers in the years after the Civil War 
was Evelyn Porter Libby, who moved here with his wife Amanda and their three 

children in 1866.  Prior to this, Libby had photographic studios in Dubuque (1857-
1859) and in Manchester (1860-1865).  He maintained branch studios in Fairfield and 
Manchester, Iowa, after moving here, and there is some evidence suggesting he may 
also have had branches in Hamilton and LaHarpe, Illinois.

No doubt portrait photography was Libby's bread-and-butter work, and he appears 
to have had a genuine gift for bringing out the character of his subjects at a time when 
both the technology of photography and a strong sense of social formality imposed on 
most photographic portraits a kind of stiffness and artificiality.

With the exception of the descendents of those whose pictures he took, Libby is 
undoubtedly best remembered today for his photographs of scenery and of structures.  

The stereocards from his stereographic series 
“Western Views” are all highly valued by 
collectors of nineteenth century photography, as 
are the photographs he took of the construction 
of the canal in the Mississippi River that ran from 
Keokuk up to Montrose.   

Libby was a true professional, publishing several 
short articles that typically focused on one or another 
practical aspects of good photography.  When he died 
in 1895 at the age of 66, his obituary described him 
as “...a progressive worker throughout his career, a 
capable chemist, and an artist of more than average 
ability.”  He was “...upright and popular with all who 
came in contact with him.”

He was also fairly prosperous, being listed as early 
as 1870 as owning $1500 in real estate and $3000 in 
personal property.
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From top left, a photo of 
Evelyn P. Libby himself; 
the backroom of his studio; 
his wife, Amanda; and 
daughter, Mary.

E.P. Libby, Another Keokuk Master Photographer
 by Tom Gardner

 

Continued on Page 16
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Continued from Page 15

Two photos that bear Libby's Studio stamp 
on the back: one of a building with a big 
smokestack, taken along the Keokuk waterfront; 
and the other of a model of the as-yet-unbuilt 
Keokuk Union Depot (probably a school project).

Recently, there has come to light a somewhat mysterious photograph 
of Libby's taken in the late 1880s or early 1890s. It is of a modest-sized 
building and appears to have been taken someplace along Keokuk's 
waterfront, with the Mississippi River behind the photographer, where a 
few buildings can be seen at the top of the bluff.  The featured building's 
tall smokestack has caused some to speculate that it is a factory, although 
the size of the building itself makes this theory seem less likely.

Others see what are possibly a set of railroad tracks in front of the 
building and have suggested that this might be one of the depots that 
preceded Keokuk's Union Depot.  The size of the smokestack can be 
explained by the building's location, the idea being that tall smokestacks 
were desirable down by the river in order to draw properly.

This latter explanation is given some further credence by another 
Libby photograph, this one of a model of a building that is clearly labeled 
“Keokuk Union Depot,” although it looks nothing like the Burnham and 
Root structure currently undergoing renovation.  In fact, if you look at 
this model more closely, it is evidently not the work of a professional 
architect.  Much more likely is the possibility that it is a school project, put 
together in the enthusiasm that led to Keokuk's five railroads building a 
union depot, but sometime prior to their selection of Burnham and Root 
as architects for the new depot.

Of course, Libby would most likely still have been active as a 
photographer while Keokuk's new Union Depot was being built.  
Wouldn't it be wonderful to find photographs he took 
of that construction project?  

http://www.sutliverealestate.com


An enthusiastic crowd turned out on August 31st to witness 
firsthand the remarkable installation of the Depot's newly 
reconstructed apex.  
All photos by Bob Woodburn and Janet Smith.

At noon on Wednesday, August 31, workers at the Keokuk Union Depot in Keokuk, 
Iowa hoisted the newly reconstructed apex onto the central tower base as the first 

step in restoring the tower to its original height and design.  Junior high school students 
watching the event as part of their STEM education and a crowd of local Depot enthusiasts 
cheered as the tower rose above the central tower base and was carefully set in place.

Beginning in mid-July the crew built the apex on site on the ground 
between the depot and the bluff.  McDowell Crane & Rigging of Keokuk 
donated its crew and equipment to lift the apex onto the reinforced central 
tower base.  The apex itself adds 26 feet to the existing 38-foot central 
tower cap.  The top of the tower was cut off by 1960.  When the finials are 
installed, the central tower will be 70 feet tall.

Four corner turrets were reconstructed on the central tower base this 
summer prior to hoisting the apex.  These turrets will be 3 feet taller when 
their copper finials are attached this fall.  Since the installation of the apex, 
two dormers have been added to replicate the original design.  Summer 
Rose clay tiles will be installed on the entire central tower by the end of 
October.  The final step for the 2016 phase of the roof restoration project will 
be attaching copper finials to the turrets and towers, including a lightning rod 
that will be concealed in the top finial.  In 2017, the downriver and upriver 
portions of the roof will be restored with application of the Summer Rose clay 
tiles, finishing the roof restoration project.  In 2015, the chimney was raised 
to its original height and the eaves, brackets and soffits around the upriver 
waiting room portion were restored.

The Keokuk Union Depot, built in 1891, was originally graced with a 
soaring red clay tile roof of decorative ridge and hip tiles, dormers and 
hip pinnacles, and a tall corbelled chimney.  The nationally renowned 
architectural firm of Burnham & Root of Chicago designed the impressive 
roofline to rise above the limestone bluff and be viewed from afar whether 

Depot Restoration Has Reached New Heights
 by Janet  Smith, President
 Keokuk Union Depot Foundation
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traveling on roads, rails or river.  The entire roof is being replaced, both to preserve the 
building and to restore it to its original design.

The reconstruction of the apex was funded by a $43,400 Historical Resource 
Development Program (“HRDP”) grant from the State Historical Society of Iowa.  This 
is the second of two HRDP grants for the roof restoration project, totaling $100,000.  The 
entire roof restoration project is the subject of a challenge grant of $333,000 from the Jeffris 
Family Foundation based in Janesville, Wisconsin.  Local foundations and banks, as well 
as over 300 individuals from the Keokuk area and around the country have donated to this 
$1 Million Dollar roof restoration project.  Donations to the roof restoration project may be 
made to Keokuk Union Depot Foundation, P.O. Box 463, Keokuk, IA 52632.
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The placing of the reconstructed apex was an event to be remembered.  Several 
videos taken at the time have been posted online and may be viewed by 
"clicking" on the following three links: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N78bis39Gsw&feature=youtu.be
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/100689331/Apex%20lifting%20video%20%231.mp4
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/100689331/Apex%20lifting%20video%20%232.mp4

Continued from Page 17

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N78bis39Gsw&feature
http://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/100689331/Apex%20lifting%20video%20%231.mp4
http://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/100689331/Apex%20lifting%20video%20%232.mp4
http://riverhillsvillage.com


"Dear Sister Nettie,” is how many of the letters began, but something about the greeting and 
the faded 100-year-old relics lying in several cardboard beer flats at a local auction caught 

the eye of Peggy Azinger of Keokuk.
Her husband Damon bid “a couple bucks” on the collection, and the couple took it home.
The letters fascinated Peggy.  “Dear Sister Nettie” was Nettie Younker, a Jewish woman from a 

large family that owned a dry-goods store in Keokuk during the mid 1800s to early 1900s.
Nettie’s father was pioneer merchant Manassa Younker.  He and many of his brothers had 

come to the country from Poland in the 
1850s.  Three of them owned a dry goods 
store across the street from Manassa’s 
store.  His brothers later moved their 
establishment to Des Moines, growing 
their business into the well-known 
department store it is today.  Manassa and 
his family stayed in Keokuk, living at 925 
Concert St.

Most of Manassa’s nine children—eight 
survived childhood—were girls.  When he 
died, 30-year-old Nettie, the eldest, took 
over operation of the M. Younker Store as 
president—a rare thing for a woman to do 
in 1902.

Family correspondence and other 
documents in the collection were from 
approximately 1890 to 1910, and formed a 
picture of a Jewish family’s life in turn-of-the-century Keokuk.

Peggy learned all she could about Nettie, thinking one day she’d put it in a book.  “I was 
going to call it, ‘Dear Sister Nettie,’” she said.  But life and her work in health information 
management at Keokuk Area Hospital kept the project on the back burner.

Fast-forward 25 or 30 years.  Peggy still has a warm place in her heart for Nettie and her 
family—she places flowers on their graves on Memorial Day.  Now retired after 30 years at KAH, 
Peggy has more time for research, but she knew the book would probably never materialize.

Through the genealogy website, Ancestry.com, Peggy had been contacted by researcher 
Cynthia Gensheimer of Amherst, Massachusetts.  Genshiemer is active in Jewish community 
affairs and has spent years writing about 19th century Jewish women’s benevolent work.

“Nettie Younker first came to my attention when I was in New York City a couple of years ago 
looking through the records of the Industrial Removal Office, an organized effort to move Jews 
directly from Russia to small towns in the U.S.,” Gensheimer said.  “I found a (1904) letter written 
by Nettie Younker reporting on a Russian man who Keokuk Jews were trying to help.  It was very 
unusual for a woman to be volunteering to help the IRO; nearly all of the letters that I read that 
day were written by local businessmen.”

Gensheimer did some “sleuthing” on the Internet and found Peggy.  “Out of the blue, I called 
her up,” Gensheimer said. “I didn’t know what kind of reception I would get, but she was just as 
nice as could be.” The Azingers agreed to meet with Gensheimer in Quincy, Illinois, so the letters 
could be photocopied.

When Gensheimer saw that Peggy was carrying a huge bright pink shopping bag stuffed full 
of letters, she knew photocopying would take hours. The letters were fragile and the handwriting 
was almost illegible.

"Dear Sister Nettie,"
 the Letters Saved by Nettie Younker
 by Lauren Zechin

The Younker Brothers, left to right – front 
row: Joseph, Lipman, Samuel and Marcus; 
back row: Benjamin, Herman and Manassa.

Continued on Page 20
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“I just thought, ‘There’s no way I can get this job done in the two hours I would 
have for it,’” Gensheimer said.  “So then, Peggy, out of the goodness of her heart, said, 
‘Well, why don’t you just take the letters home with you?’ which was unbelievably 
generous.  I walked on the plane holding onto that bag—it was quite a sight.

“When I got home, I started reading the letters. I found them priceless.”

I COULD WRITE A BOOK...
The women agreed that Gensheimer would edit a book of excerpts from the letters. 

She would borrow Peggy’s title, “Dear Sister Nettie,” and add a subtitle: “Late 19th 
Century Letters that Illuminate Jewish Life in Keokuk, Iowa.” The book will center 
around the Manassa Younker family.

“The Younkers were very observant Jews who kept their business closed on 
Saturdays—which was unheard of because that was the biggest business day—and yet, 
they were very successful businessmen,” Gensheimer said.

One letter, dated January 6, 1893, was to Nettie from her 
younger brother, Sam, aged 11.  Sam wrote of visiting the Keokuk 
library and taking out Victor Hugo’s Ninety-Three, an epic story 
set during the bloody French Revolution.  Sam’s sisters laughed 
and said the book was too difficult, but Sam triumphantly related 
that he had started reading it.  Sam also told about a dog that got 
into Shul (the Jewish temple).

Gensheimer, who now lives in Denver, Colorado, was in Keokuk 
in May to do some research at the Keokuk Public Library.  The 
Azingers helped her find the Hebrew section of Keokuk’s Oakland 
Cemetery, and the graves of the Manassa Younkers.

The Younker family was one of the major families in 
Congregation B’nai Israel (Sons of Israel) in Keokuk.  The Manassa 
Younkers were “solidly middle class,” Gensheimer said.

She said the Keokuk Jewish community was unique for several 
reasons.  Due to a lack of manpower, the congregation’s women 
assumed unusual roles.

Nettie and her mother, Lena (Leib or Levy) Younker, and other 
women, were instrumental in helping Jewish immigrants get out of 
overcrowded cities and find jobs in Keokuk.  Normally, the women 
would have helped with the resettlement aspect of the work, finding homes 
for the newcomers and their families, while the men found jobs for the heads 
of the households.

“It’s very hard to get the original documents of the Jewish organizations 
in Keokuk—nobody knows where they went,” Gensheimer said.  “The 
men’s fraternal organization, the B’nai B’rith, actually was the group that 
officially took responsibility for resettling the immigrants, and I’d love to see 
their minutes, because I’d like to see how Nettie Younker fit into that men’s 
fraternal organization setup.”

The women’s benevolent society held fundraisers to buy land for a 
synagogue.

“The men had formed a burial society earlier, but the women were a 
driving force behind forming the congregation itself,” Gensheimer said.

The synagogue was said to have been above one of the Younker stores 
for several years until 1877 when enough money was raised for a $12,000 
construction at Eighth and Blondeau streets.  It was the first permanent 
Jewish house of worship in Iowa.

“In my way of thinking, it would have been very difficult to live here, and maintain 
a Jewish way of life,” Gensheimer said.  “At one point, there were a lot (of Jewish 
families in Keokuk)—that was before the Civil War. They had three kosher butchers 
here, and a sizable Jewish community.  But then, there was a mass exodus, following 
economic fortunes, basically, and it dwindled here very rapidly.”

Continued from Page 19

Above, a drawing of Keokuk's synagogue, 
and, below, the plaque that now stands to 
commemorate it.

Continued on Page 21

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


A CLOSE-KNIT FAMILY
Nettie’s sister Dorothy wrote to her from the University of Chicago.  She played 

basketball at school, and told Nettie she wished she could be at home for their weekly 
Friday night dinner, a traditional Jewish meal for the Sabbath.

“Nettie and her sisters and parents were corresponding constantly with these family 
groups that were in Des Moines and Louisiana, Missouri,” Gensheimer said.  “They 
visited very often, too.  A lot of the letters are logistics... ‘When’s the train going to 
arrive?’  That sort of thing.”

When the railroad opened up a route to Des Moines, the Younkers were likely 
Keokuk’s most frequent travelers.

Wedding invitations—including a keepsake from her parents’ 1871 wedding, and 
another with a menu written in French—abound in Nettie’s collection.  A September 21, 
1892, Jewish New Year’s greeting written in Hebrew by Manassa’s brother Benjamin of 
Louisiana, Missouri, is a piece of art in itself, and one of Gensheimer’s favorites.  She 
showed it to several Hebrew language scholars who agreed that Benjamin must have 
been a very skilled Hebrew scholar.

NETTIE’S STORY
Nettie graduated with honors from Keokuk High School in 1889, as salutatorian of her 

class.  She was only 19 when her mother died.  Nettie took care of the younger children, 
and managed the household. She was named president of her father’s store after his 
death in 1902.  The store was incorporated in 1913, and she and/or her brothers and 
sisters continued to operate the store until 1924.

Nettie was very involved in civic work and was one of the founders of The Friendly 
House community center.

“She was an officer of the civic league, which was a group that pushed for things like 
public trash receptacles,” Gensheimer said.  “It’s hard for us to think back to a world 
where there weren’t those sorts of improvements.”

Nettie was a charter member of the Visiting Nurse Association, a member 
of P.E.O., and the Keokuk Red Cross board of directors, and a state officer of 
the Iowa Tuberculosis Association.  She was one of the women on a reception 
committee when Iowa’s governor visited for the 1913 Keokuk dam opening.

STORE LOCATIONS
The Younker stores were established in 1857 and 1858.  Manassa’s son, Isaac, 

“Ike,” said his father’s store was at 428 Main Street, now the address of the 
Keokuk Area Convention and Tourism Bureau. The store run by Manassa’s three 
brothers was at 66 Main St. (probably between Second and Third streets), and 
later at 82 Main (between Third and Fourth streets).

“Keokuk Ike,” the youngest of Manassa’s children and 12 years younger than 
Nettie, was the last surviving sibling.  Many in the area remember him, since he 
lived until 1968.

Nettie died in 1922 at age 49.  The store closed two years later.  The Keokuk 
synagogue closed at about the same time.  Only one of her siblings married.

Ike was a lifelong bachelor and in his later years lived in the Hotel Iowa, then 
known as Eppers Hotel.  It seems Ike was something of a colorful character, 
Gensheimer said.  After the family’s store closed, Ike worked as a freelance news 
correspondent for the Associated Press, wire service and radio and television, 
calling in reports of disasters, mostly.  He had a unique way with words, and 
was a beloved fixture at the local fire station and Gate City newspaper office, 
though he wasn’t an employee of either. 

“Ike had a sense of humor, even as a boy,” Gensheimer said.
Ike kept numerous records from the family and synagogue in his collection, 

but no one seems to know what happened to the information.  “They’re in 
somebody’s attic, just like these (letters) were in my attic,” Peggy said.

Continued from Page 20

Continued on Page 22

The M. Younker Store. 
Courtesy Photo
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Peggy remembers Ike.  She was a waitress at Eppers Hotel as 
a teenager in the 1960s, and recalls many times waiting on him.  
He was “friendly and nice,” she recalled, but she didn’t think 
much then about the heritage he represented.

“Now, I’d give anything to sit down and talk to him,” 
Peggy said.

HISTORY PRESERVED
The Lee County Historical Society’s Miller House Museum 

collection includes wooden tablets from the Keokuk synagogue, 
printed with the Ten Commandments in Hebrew.

After the synagogue closed, a Protestant group’s Gospel 
Center was located in the Concert Street building, according 
to LCHS documentation.  The Protestant group turned over the 
wooden tablets and printed verses from the New Testament on 
the reverse side, preserving the Hebrew Ten Commandments 
and Burning Bush symbol.  The building was torn down in the 1950s.  During the U.S. 
bicentennial celebration in 1976, the tablets were loaned to a Jewish exhibit in Philadelphia.

The Younkers were from Lipno, Poland (then Prussia).  Gensheimer’s great-
grandparents were Jews from a nearby town in Poland.  During a visit there in May 2015, 
Gensheimer and her husband and daughter visited Lipno to see if they could discover 
anything about the Younker family.

There are not many visible signs of the Jews who once lived in Lipno.  “The cemeteries 
are decimated,” Gensheimer said.  “Throughout Poland and Germany, of course the Nazis 
killed most of the Jews who lived there, so most of those places have no Jewish residents 
currently.  But in each town, there is some Christian person who has volunteered to keep 
the memory of the Jewish community alive.  It’s really very inspiring.”

Visiting back and forth with family members in Europe was possible for wealthy 
families like the Younkers, until the political climate in the 1930s made it impossible, 
she said.

ABOUT GENSHEIMER
Gensheimer holds a doctorate in economics.  

She was a fellow at the American Jewish Archives 
in Cincinnati, Ohio, this academic year, and spent 
four weeks there researching the Younker and Levy 
families.

She is writing a book about the 19th century 
benevolent work of Jewish women in Quincy, and 
creating a census and database of all the Jewish 
women in Quincy, one of whom graduated from 
medical school in Keokuk.

Research helps paint a picture for Gensheimer.  “I 
love getting lost in the letters,” she said. “This was an 
age of civility, when the family was so important.”

Anyone who has information about the 
Keokuk Younker family, or photos of Nettie or 
other family members, can contact Gensheimer at 
cynthiagensheimer@gmail.com.

This is the first part of an article, in a slightly modified 
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Cynthia Gensheimer with one of the many letters she 
plans to turn into a book titled, “Dear Sister Nettie: 
Late 19th Century Letters that Illuminate Jewish Life in 
Keokuk, Iowa.”

Peggy Azinger, 
owner of the 
Younker letters

form, that originally appeared in the May 25, 2016 Daily 
Gate City.  It will continue in the February - April, 2017 
issue of the Confluence.

mailto:cynthiagensheimer@gmail.com
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That was the headline in the January 1, 1904, Daily Gate City concerning the 
aftermath of one of our nation’s greatest tragedies, the Iroquois Theater Fire 

in Chicago.  This tragedy occurred on December 30, 1903, when an estimated 2,200 
patrons jammed the barely month old theater to enjoy an afternoon performance of the 
musical, Mr. Bluebeard.

A majority of those in attendance were women and children who came to the 
holiday matinee with the expectation of enjoying an afternoon in the safety of the 
newly built theater that was billed as being “absolutely fireproof.”

At approximately 3:15 p.m., after the beginning of the second act, an electrical short 
circuit from an arc lamp ignited a muslin curtain.  A stagehand attempted to douse 
the fire with Kilfyre canisters but the fire quickly spread to the gallery about the stage.  
Highly flammable painted canvas scenery exploded into flames spreading quickly to 
other parts of the theater.

Almost immediately, panic began to set in amongst the three audience levels in the 
theater built for only 1,602 people.  With more people in the audience than was lawfully 
allowed, the standing-room-only crowd blocked the aisles and the steps to the main 
level and various exits.   Thus, the rush to flee the burning building became a stampede 
that caused most of the deaths, as people were trampled, crushed or asphyxiated.

Many perished because safety precautions were not in place or were simply 
ignored.  Exit doors opened inwards instead of out; exit signs were non-existent; and 
many exits were concealed by inflammable drapery while many others were locked.  
The theater staff was unfamiliar with exit locations because a fire drill had never been 
held.  No emergency lighting existed 
and the lights were kept dim before 
the fire because of the performance 
on stage.  It was also alleged that free 
tickets had been given to fire inspectors 
if they overlooked code violations.

Many people were charged with 
various crimes but all charges were 
dropped three years later due to stall 
tactics by the theater’s lawyers who 
delayed court proceedings with various 
loopholes in the city’s fire code.  The 
only person convicted of a crime was 
a saloon keeper who was charged with 
grave robbing.

Keokuk’s connection to the tragedy 
included the deaths of three women:  
22-year-old Mildred Lowitz, 42-year-
old Mattie Evans and 30-year-old 
Clara DeVine.

Mildred Lowitz, married to Keokuk 
businessman Nathan Lowitz, had gone 
to Chicago, her hometown, to spend 
the holidays with family.  She attended 
the performance with her sister-in-
law, Rose.  Rose survived the fire with 
injuries, but Mildred suffocated in the 
holocaust, her body not identified until 
two days after the tragedy.

"Keokuk People Are Victims" 
 by Terry Altheide

The Iroquois Theatre, located at 2428 W. 
Randolph St. in Chicago and the scene 
of a catostrophic fire in 1903.
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Continued from Page 23

Mattie Evans lived in Quincy, Illinois, at the time of the 
fire and had gone to Chicago with her daughter Mabel for 
the holidays to spend time with relatives.  They attended the 
theater along with a relative, Clara DeVine.  Mabel survived 
but both Mattie and Clara perished.  Mattie’s maiden name 
was DeVine, and she had spent her childhood in Keokuk 
where she still had relatives living at the time of her death.

The funerals for Mrs. Evans and Miss DeVine were held 
in Quincy on January 4, 1903.  The remains were brought to 
Keokuk and immediately taken to Oakland Cemetery for 
a brief service before being laid to rest.  Both women are 
buried in Block N, Lot 79, of Oakland Cemetery. 

The funeral for Mrs. Lowitz was held in Chicago on 
January 4th, and she was buried in that city.

Keokuk was just one city out of dozens that went into 
mourning after the Iroquois Theater fire.  Hundreds of 
pleasure seekers from throughout the country had attended 
the matinee that fateful day in 1903, never realizing the 
horror they would encounter.

Keokuk still has fresh memories of other holiday 
tragedies, including the armory explosion on Thanksgiving 
Eve in 1965 and the deaths of three firefighters and three 
children three days before Christmas in 1999.  After almost 
113 years, may the memories of Mrs. Lowitz, Mrs. Evans 
and Miss DeVine, who died during the New Year holiday in 
1903, be remembered and honored as well.

Clara Devine and Margaret "Mattie" Evans share a 
gravestone at Oakland Cemetery – one remembered on 
one side and the other on the back.  Mattie's husband, 
John, was included on the Evans' side, while the 
Devine's lists a Catherine Devine as well as an Allen 
Johnson... providing a mystery yet to be unraveled. 

http://www.lakecooperfoundation.com
http://www.facebook.com/lakecooperfoundation
http://www.hy-vee.com


Samuel Pollock built this beautiful home in 1860. He had a grocery business at 422 
Main where Younggren's Shoes is located.  Pollock, described in his obituary as 

“an esteemed man of the city,” passed away on August 8, 1880, leaving the house to his 
wife, Eliza.  He was in his mid-fifties at the time of his death.  In 1887 John Ballantyne, 
manager of Coey & Company, a meat packing company, purchased the house from Mrs. 
Pollock.

A few years later, in 1890, George Dexter Rand purchased the home and lived there 
until his death.  Rand, was the son of Elbridge D. Rand, one of Burlington's leading 
citizens.  The son got to Keokuk in a rather roundabout way.  He went to college at 
Indiana Asbury University, what is today DePauw University.  It was 
in Indiana that he met his wife.  They were married on Christmas day, 
1862.  When the Civil War started, he was commissioned a paymaster 
for the United States Navy.  At the end of the war, he found himself 
in Alabama, and since his father was conducting a profitable lumber 
business in Burlington, he began conducting the same sort of business 
in Bridgeport and in Gadsen, Alabama.

Rand and his wife came to Keokuk about 1880, where he was 
also engaged in lumbering, being the Keokuk representative for 
Carson and Rand, his father's firm.  He prospered in Keokuk, not 
only as a partner in Carson and Rand, but also as a director of the 
Keokuk National Bank, the Keokuk Waterworks Company, the Iowa 
Insurance Company, and then as a vice president at the State Central 
Bank.  He was elected Keokuk’s mayor in 1882, and in 1883 was 
instrumental in getting the City of Keokuk to acquire the land that 
became Rand Park, named after him.

Rand was also a leading philanthropist in Keokuk, often seeking 
no publicity for his many kindnesses, both public and private.  It 
was at the time of its construction, an open secret that Rand was 
by far the greatest contributor to the cost of building St. Peter's 
School in Keokuk.  Although raised in the Methodist faith, Rand 
and his wife converted to Roman Catholicism sometime before 
his death, which took place November 12, 1903, the result of heart 
complications.  His wife, Sarah, continued to live at 327 South Sixth 
Street until her own death October 25, 1930.  The house was vacant 
for the next several years.

About 1940, the house was purchased by 
the Moffitt family who remained there until 
1970.  Since then the home has had many 
different tenants.  The house is currently 
owned by Rudy and Cordie Felker.

Memorable Keokuk Homes:
 327 South 6th Street
 by Tonya Boltz
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Above, a photo of George Dexter 
Rand. Below, 327 South 6th Street 
as it appears today.



 

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


27

Lee County Dragway
 by Shane Etter

Drag racing became popular in the Midwest somewhat later than either stock car racing or 
boat racing.  For many years this sport had only achieved real popularity out on the West 

Coast.  In Iowa, especially, drag racing, or street racing, took place on a spur-of-the-moment basis 
when two young men, proud of the cars they owned and had worked on, happened to reach an 
intersection at the same time.  The race typically went from stop sign to stop sign.

In the mid-sixties, with the opening of the bypass just north of Keokuk, it became the preferred 
location for better organized and better planned street races.  A closer but more risky location was 
the stretch of Main Street from Fourteenth on north, with the stoplight at that intersection being 
the last one before leaving town.  If you were in your late teens or early twenties, living in or near 
Keokuk, and had modified your car to improve its speed and acceleration, then both of these 
spots were where you went to test the quality of your work.

The first commercial dragstrip in the area was in Kahoka, Missouri.  Sometime in the late 
fifties, Jim Baker and a bunch of his friends wanted a place to race their own modified cars.  With 
the help of the Kahoka Fair Board, they were able to achieve this goal.  This was the beginning of 
the Tri-State Dragway in Kahoka, Missouri.

Not long ago, Jerry Saar, one of the most important people in the history of drag racing in 
the tri-state area told me, “After I got out of school in the mid-1950s, I became friends with Bob 
Morris.  Bob ran the Mobile gas station at Eleventh and Main Street, which was also a popular 
hang out for kids.  He had a roadster coupe with a Hemi engine; it was my first introduction to 
a real race car.  Eventually we found out from Jim Baker about the drag strip down in Kahoka 
which lead to the start of many trips to the drag strip.”

Jerry Saar was decidedly at the center of the local drag racing scene from 1959-1971, running a 
gasser, a couple of rails and a few funny cars, all while continuing to run Saar’s speed shop.  This 
is pretty basic vocabulary for the sport, but may need some explaining:

A gasser is is a type of hot rod that started with a production model from the 1930's through 
the mid-1960's, modified by being stripped of extra weight and jacked up using a beam axle for 
better weight distribution during acceleration.

 A rail, or dragster, is specifically built for drag racing and looks it. Dragsters got to be called 
rails because of their exposed frame rails.  The driver sits over the differential, between two huge, 
slick rear tires, in a cockpit.  Up until the early 1970's, the engine was mounted in front of the 
driver, who was at risk of being badly injured if the clutch failed catastrophically.  Today's rear-
mounted dragsters are quite a bit safer.

A funny car will have a fiberglass or carbon fiber body fitted over a custom-made chassis, so that 
funny cars still look like the cars you see on the street.  Unlike a modern dragster, funny 
cars still will have the engine mounted in front of the driver. 
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  Continued on Page 28



Jerry ran mostly at Kahoka with only a few years out at 
Keokuk’s Lee County Dragway.  In fact, it was  Jerry’s brother, 
Ron, who came up with idea of building a drag strip out at 
Keokuk’s old Sportsman’s Park.  Ron leased the land from 
the family who ran Peter’s Dairy and with the help of many 
friends, family and neighbors, Lee County Dragway opened 
up in the spring of 1969.

Ron was the promoter and businessman, and Jerry was 
the handyman.  When I interviewed Jerry, he commented, “I 
can remember the photo cells at the start and finish lines that 
would start and stop the needles on the clocks. This equipment 
would analog the information and times which then were sent 
over by radio from the tower to the finish line.  Eventually the 
times would simply be put on time cards and dropped down 
a tube from the tower to a bucket below where the drivers 
would pick them up.” 

I also recently spoke with Dave Murray, who has many 
fond memories of the Lee County Dragway.  He told me, “I 
remember working with the timers and clocks up in the tower, 
and I was also responsible for recording the final times on 
the time cards.”  Dave also did some announcing while the 
time trials were in action.  Mike Shea and Terry Beaird also 
announced out at the Lee County Dragyway.

Besides being the handyman, Jerry had many other duties.  
He was the chief electrician; he raced; and he ran the speed 
shop. However, his main job was at the starting line.  Jerry was 
the man who started the race, running the tree of lights while 
checking cars for leaks, making sure drivers 
were ready, and watching the centerline.  
He also found time to be the flagman at Lee 
County Dragway's oval dirt track as well as 
up at the races in Donnellson, Iowa.

Each year Ron would try and update 
or build a new building, as well as add 
some other new feature to the Lee County 
Dragway.  Eventually, in the mid to late 
1970's, motorcycle racing was added and 
oval dirt track racing was once again 
featured.  The track at this time changed 
its official name to the Lee County 
Raceway Park.
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Top to bottom: An August 19, 1969 advertisement 
from the Daily Gate City; a 1982 photo of Webb 
Miller at the Tri-State Dragway in Keokuk; and Bob 
Stone racing a "rail" owned by Bill Kuhlmann.



The Lee County Raceway Park was leased out to Tony Sheffler for a couple of 
years.  For these two years, 1981 and 1982, the name officially changed again to the 
Tri-State Dragway.

Tony only had the lease of the Dragway for those two years, and then the Saars 
went back to running it.  Before Tony ran the Dragway he was the announcer and 
continued to announce even when he stepped down from operating the place.  Ron 
and Jerry Saar continued to run the Lee County Dragway until 1988.

During my interview with Jerry, he also told me, “Drag racing was evolving into a 
big business and Keokuk was starting to compete with the bigger drag strips.  It began 
to suffer mainly because of its location.  The bigger tracks had more of a draw, whereas 
the smaller tracks did not.  The small tracks tried to keep up by updating and spending 
money, but by this time Ron couldn’t keep doing this.” 

At the same time, not that far to the north and west of Keokuk there was a track 
in Eddyville, Iowa, while to the east of Keokuk, over in Havana, Illinois, there was 
another drag racing track.  So after the 1988 season, the Lee County Dragway in 
Keokuk, Iowa, was no more.

Still, from 1969 until 1988, nearly twenty years, Keokuk was visited by many of 
the top names in drag racing.  Furthermore, Tony Sheffler, who got his start here 
announcing drag racing, became the voice of drag racing on a national basis. 

Once again, Keokuk, has always had a national reputation when it comes to 
racing.  It has long been known as the “Home of Champions” and the “Racing 
Capital of the World.”  The sport of racing comes in many forms; stock car racing, 
boat racing, motorcycle racing, midget racing, micro midget racing, and drag racing. 

With champions in most of 
these categories, it is no wonder 
why Keokuk has always been 
mentioned approvingly when it 
comes to the world of racing.

I’ve started to compile a 
running list of local drivers 
who drag raced out at Lee 
County Dragway.  This list is not 
complete and is in no particular 
order:  Larry Grice, Tom Johnson, 
Larry Griffith, Russ Guyman, 
Jerry Saar, Mike Inman, Larry 
Larson, Larry Fellows, Tony 
Sheffler, Ed McDowell, Ron 
Saar, Ted McGhghy, Jim Wilsey, 
Mark Forest, Terry Land, Wayne 
Briggs, Tom Kohlmorgan, Chris 
Vass, Jack Evans, Gayle Saar, 
Dave Rudd, Dan Chenoweth, 
Art Vradenberg, Butch Goldie, 
Ed Shovell, Ross Taylor, Jim & 
Rod Ludwig.

Continued from Page 28
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A Daily Gate City ad from May 23, 1975 for what was at the time 
still known as the Lee County Raceway.



30

Cr
ea

tiv
e E

xp
res

sio
ns

Autumn is a second spring
      when every leaf is a flower.  

                  — Albert Camus

  
 

A Mississippi Mile
 by  Linda Curfman Slayton

A lazy place on a summer’s day
Watch the boats just float away
Cast your reel; wait for a bite
A Mississippi dream’s delight
Talk a spell and tell a joke
That’s the way with river folk
Don’t matter none if there’s no catch
It’s not the winning; it’s the match
 
The water turns and breaks for shore
Was the same the day before
Time is gone and time is here
Grab a log and pass the beer
Watch a tow push through the locks
Those barges stretch for city blocks
Slow and steady 'round the bend
Heading south to where and when
 
As afternoon slips slowly by
An eagle watches, perched up high
Six spillways open on the dam
White water churns below their span
A bright clean sail caught by the sun
Signals that the day’s most done
Gentle waves feed heart’s desire
We gather driftwood for a fire
 
Throwing rocks and skipping stones
This river always feels like home
Whatever river town you’re from
Keokuk, Warsaw, Hamilton
Montrose, Nauvoo, north or south
From her first trickle to her mouth
If you are a river kid
The river’s something we just did
 
Drove River Road and watched the trains 
Bridges crossed on narrow lanes
The Delta Queen; views from the bluff
Wading in and far enough
Sand bar parties, speed boat spray
Fireworks; the Addie May 
We lived and breathed that river air
And yesterday still finds us there

 
Winter, spring, summer, fall
The river season beats them all
Through the year she seems to change
But, actually, she stays the same
Always faithful, ever grounded
It’s where our river hearts were founded
We take our pictures; write our scrolls
And on and on that river rolls

Drawn to her power and her shore
Her never-again; forever-more
She beckons near and drags us under
Fills us both with dread and wonder
Flaunts her truths and hides her lies
Welcomes us then says goodbye
Teaches lessons; repeats mistakes
Takes what she gives; gives what she takes
 
Our Mighty Miss; her mysterious style
Give her an inch - she’ll take a mile
Hot-tempered and cold; shallow and deep
A cool drink of water; a treasure we keep
She’s family and friend; our soul and our blood 
The love of our lives; both famine and flood
Flowing for miles; the sights she must see
A glimpse of the past and the future to be
 
Here on the banks; familiar and not
I stare at that water; know what I forgot 
This river is living; her own beauty and mood
Turbulent, charming, carefree and rude
Excited and willful; clever and bold
Fresh as the young and wise like the old
It’s no wonder we’re happy that she's still around
She’s like everyone else from a dam river town :)

~September 22. 2016



31

Christmas Heart
 by  Joy Tillis

The holy season lays out the framework,
set your annual clock, pinnacle of the year;
a week of celebration... home sweet home,
the rockin' little house, the sleepy little town.

Morning glance out the back window,
truck in the alley; here comes a 
Christmas tree, through the picket gate;
buy a ham, turn the oven to 350,
bake the bird; make toffee, fudge, divinity.

High school, college, here it comes:
tune into the week of old friends, family,
free drinks at Tipenbud's on Christmas Eve.
Snow falls on the scene.  Phone rings non stop.

Early days, dragging Main, River Road;
Charlie's Donuts, then park along the river,
knees up on the dash and drink some PBR,
watch the freight trains go by late at night.

Streets fold up early, house parties
often Orleans Street, Max in the kitchen, 
card game in the living room: Sterzing's,
pimento cheese on ritz crackers, snack mix.
Years later in city, first Christmas out,
cold night at the Nikko Hotel bar, just the 
bartender and us; waiting for midnight mass, 
wondering if the little mirage 300 miles away 
was fast asleep.
It it was 'last call' at Mr. Lucky's.
If Max was just another star in the sky.



Phantom Lover
 by Tom Gardner

For Sandy, who once said—not to me, but in my hearing—that
“the best love stories are are sad in the middle, but happy at the end.”

Let's see if she's right...

I.

She was his first lover, and he was hers, this having come to pass while they were 
high school seniors in a manner so trite and conventional that the details hardly 

need repeating.  Both were good students, at least as attentive to what they were told 
in sex ed. classes as to what their friends told them.  They knew all about avoiding 
pregnancy and avoiding STDs, though the latter didn't much concern them.  Their 
friends were encouraging, perhaps even, without realizing it, exerting a bit of peer 
pressure.  After all, what's good for the goose must surely also be good for the gander.  
Their friends were all geese.

Of course, their parents would not have approved, though their disapproval would 
have been expressed as no more than mild disappointment.  This disappointment would 
not have resulted from a sense of loss so much as the fact that these two lovers had come 
from different backgrounds, different sides of town, even though the town was relatively 
small, an out-of-the-way kind of place tucked away in the southeastern corner of, well, let's 
just say a Midwestern agricultural state with its eastern border the Mississippi River.

Different background can mean different destinies, and Angela's destiny was to go to 
college, probably acquiring a set of marketable skills while, more importantly, meeting a 
suitable young man, someone whose background and marketable skills, should they fall 
in love, would provide them both with a reasonably comfortable and secure future.  After 
all, this was what her mother had done as well as both her grandmothers, the only change 
in the pattern being that the grandmothers had never worked outside the home after their 
marriages, while her mother had worked intermittently at jobs that couldn't be considered 
especially remunerative or fulfilling.

She knew that she had to value preparation for a real career at least as highly as the idea 
that college was an excellent place to meet a suitable life's partner, so long as she didn't 
allow her romantic inclinations overwhelm her good sense.  Her mother had conveyed 
this message to her bit by bit, the earliest bits going back to the years that preceded her 
adolescence, using all the subtlety that her mother's higher education had provided.

Max, on the other hand, having come from the other side of town, had a different 
background and a different destiny.  His father had worked in a local factory as had his 
mother's father.  His father's father had had a shop on the town's Main Street, a shop that 
had closed as a result of a recession in the late fifties.  His father had always viewed this 
as his lost patrimony, although it was a loss that had caused him to take a better paying 
factory job, where his supervisor saw in him a worker who was steady, reliable and got 
along well with just about everybody.  Seven months after his wife died of cancer, Max's 
father met his supervisor's daughter, a shy young woman nearly ten years younger than he 
was.  She became his second wife, and Max was the product of this second marriage.

When Max was in high school, his father took early retirement and bought a failing 
shop just off Main Street, the declining sales directly attributable to what he sold:  tobacco. 
His father smoked, both cigars and a pipe, so this business seemed a natural to him.  Every 
year his business declined a bit more, and yet he expected his son, who did not smoke and 
despised the smell of tobacco, to follow him into the business.

This gave Max another reason to leave town, but not to go to college, which his father 
considered a waste of time and money.  Besides, whatever spare money his father might 
have had was being invested in his shop.  Seeing the amount of debt being incurred by 
those who had graduated just a year or two before him caused Max to look hard for other 
options, and he pretty easily came up with one.  He would enlist in the Army, serve four 
(but no more than six!) years, get out with some useful skills and a generous subsidy 
toward college. 32
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My family's 'Keokuk connection' goes way back 

 by  Ken Weyand

I                     have just received my on-line copy of the Keokuk 
Confluence. I always read and appreciate each issue, and 

each one reminds me of my own connection with Keokuk, and 
how my own history is in “confluence” with the old river town.

My family’s Keokuk experience began in the 1850s when 
my great uncle, Henry Weyand, settled in Keokuk with his 
wife Mary, and began a fruit and vegetable business at 14th 
& Johnson Streets. Born in 1827 in Westphalia, Germany, 
Henry (known as ‘Heinrich’ in the old country) was one of 
three brothers to immigrate to America in 1844. Before coming 
to Keokuk, Henry had lived in Bridesburg, Pennsylvania, a 
Philadelphia suburb.

Over the years Henry and Mary would have three daughters 
and two sons, one adopted, and they all lived in Keokuk. The 
adopted son, also named Henry, would become Lockmaster at 
the Keokuk Lock and Dam before retiring in 1928.

Possibly at the urging of his family, Henry’s nephew and my 
grandfather, William Weyand (called Will), moved to Keokuk 
from Pennsylvania in 1875 and for a few years worked for 
a grocer, George Montague. Will’s wife, Mary Miller (called 
Molly), was a Warsaw girl who ran a millinery shop and often 
visited a Keokuk mercantile to buy supplies for her hats.

Courting was different then. Will made many trips to 
Warsaw on the “Plough Boy,” a small packet boat, and in the 
days before telephones, the couple exchanged letters every 
week. After their marriage in 1880, Will bought out his former 
employer and started his own grocery business next to his 
residence at 1125 High Street in Keokuk.

Over the next two decades Will and Molly had eight 
children, including my dad, Elmer, who was the youngest boy. 
When he was a toddler, Molly had noted his interest in growing 
things and called him “my little farmer.” Her words would be 
prophetic.

Will kept a horse and wagon in a barn behind the family’s 
store, and made regular trips to surrounding farms to buy 
produce. It was a hard life, with the oldest son, George, filling 
in to manage the store when Will was away. All the children 
remembered frequently having to eat over-ripe fruit and other 
items that failed to sell at the family grocery. But Molly and Will 
would carry the biggest burden.

In 1897, after a short illness, Molly died, her death called 
“consumption” by the county coroner, and Will was forced 
to raise his family alone. Desperately needing a helpmate, he 
married a family friend, Lucy Cochran, a year later. But the 
strain of raising his family and maintaining his small business 
proved daunting, and his health began to fail. In 1900, while 
being cared for by Lucy’s family in Jacksonville, IL, Will died, 
leaving his eight children orphans.

Formal photos of William George 
Weyand and his first wife, Mary 
Frances Miller Weyand.

Continued on Page 34



My dad, then seven, was taken in by one of his mother’s brothers to live on their farm 
near Granger, Missouri. Over the years, he became the farmer his mother had once said 
he would be, eventually acquiring parcels of land and renovating an old farmhouse while 
completing a three-year college curriculum at Kirksville Normal School. For a year he 
taught in the one-room country school originally started by his uncle. After living with 
another uncle and getting a “stake” in the farming business, he began farming full time, 
living in his unfinished farmhouse.

By the time my dad reached his 30s, he decided he needed a wife. When a cousin, 
Lola Miller, introduced him to a woman from Kahoka who already had a career as a 
professional musician and teacher at a college, my dad was intrigued. This woman, a 
“city girl, cultured and well-traveled,” was my dad’s opposite in many ways, and it 
didn’t take him long to fall hard. Their courtship was brief, and they were soon engaged. 
She was teaching at Des Moines University (later to become Drake University) and 
would finish the school year. By the end of 1927, they planned to marry.

The wedding was set for New Years Day, 1928 in Jacksonville, Illinois, were my 
mother had gone to college and later joined the faculty. Many of her college friends and 
colleagues were invited. On the evening of Dec. 31, 1927, the wedding party traveled by 
train from Missouri to Keokuk, where they would catch another train to Jacksonville. But 
a winter storm came on quickly, closing roads and shutting down train travel beyond 
Keokuk. New plans had to be made quickly. While the blizzard raged in Keokuk, a 
minister was summoned, and the wedding was performed in his home.

Nine years later, in the spring of 1937, my mother underwent a caesarian delivery 
at the old Graham Hospital in Keokuk, and I was born. The event made Keokuk my 
“hometown,” and allowed me to follow in the footsteps of my father and grandfather. 
Lucy Cochran Weyand, who married and cared for my grandfather in his final days, 
lived in Hamilton, IL, across the river. Cared for by Ruth, the youngest of the eight 
siblings, she lived to be 98.

When I was a boy, my parents and I would often visit, occasionally stopping by the 
old Ford-Hopkins Drug Store in Keokuk to have a bite to eat. At Christmastime, after 
visiting in Hamilton, we would drive up Grand Avenue to see the large homes with their 
holiday lights before driving out to the farm. And much later, after moving to Kansas 
City, I would marry a girl who was also born in Keokuk. So I will always have a special 
fondness for Keokuk, where my “family connection” spans four generations.
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November
   1-30  • Tim Scholl Photography, Keokuk Art Center, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        1  • History of Keokuk in Pictures, 6:30 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
           • Open Mic/Live Karaoke, 7 pm, Lucky's Bar, 6th and Blondeau
        2  • Wednesday Pre-School Story Hour, Nov. 2, 9, 16, 23 & 30, 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.
        3  • Thursday Pre-School Story Hour, Nov. 3, 10, 17 & 24, 10 - 11 am, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
         • Open Mic Night, 6:30 - 8 pm, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library
        4  • Artist in the Schools featuring Chris Vallillo,
   Keokuk Schools
          • Knitting and Needlework Group, 1 - 4 pm,
   Lower Level, Keokuk Public Library
        5  • KAH Auxiliary Tea and Bazaar, 9 am - 2 pm,
   1st Christian Church, 3476 Main St.
          • Oh Freedom!, Chris Vallillo Concert,
   sponsored by the Keokuk Art Center, 
   K.C.E.D., K.A.R.E., and Nancy Tweedy Seabold of Cramer Real Estate,
   7:30 pm, Grand Theatre 
        6  • All Saints Fall Festival, 11 am - 2 pm, St. Vincents School
        7  • Game-On, Nov. 7, 14, 21 & 28, 3:30 - 5 pm, Children's Area, Keokuk Public Library
        8  • Election Day Chili Feed, 11 am - 7 pm, Emmanuel United Methodist Church, 
   1129 Exchange St.
          • Sign Language Classes, Nov. 8, 22, Dec. 6, & 20, 6:30 - 8 pm, Keokuk Public Library
          • KMS Fall Choir Concert, 7 pm, Keokuk Middle School
           • Open Mic/Live Karaoke, 7 pm, Lucky's Bar, 6th and Blondeau
        9  • Wednesday Afternoon Book Club, discusses "A Man Called Ove" 
   by Frederic Backman, 1 - 3 pm, Keokuk Public Library 
      10  • 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
      11  • International Cover Men Concert, 9 pm, L-Treyns, 1108 Main St. 
      12  • Classic Movie Matinee, 1 - 3 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
       • Glitter Salad Concert, 9 pm, L-Treyns, 1108 Main St. 
      13  • The History of Keokuk Schools by Tonya Boltz, 2 pm, 
   Miller House Museum, 318 N. 5th St.
      14  • How the American Indians Nearly Lost Iowa by Bill Sherman, 6:30 pm, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      15  • Pants Optional book reading and signing with author Carol Steingreaber, 6:30 pm, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        • Tri-State Modern Quilt Guild meeting, presentation by Mary Cecil: 
   "The Wonderful World of Color," 7 - 9 pm, Lower Level, Keokuk Public  Library
      16  • Knitting and Needlework Group, 1 - 4 pm, Lower Level, Keokuk Public Library
            • Wednesday After School Movie, 2:30 - 4 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      18  • KPL Family 'Fort' Night, for children 0 - 11 and their families, 5:30 - 7:30 pm, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
         • KHS presents Dracula in Dixie, 7:30 pm, Grand Theatre - free will donationCa
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      19  • KHS presents Dracula in Dixie, 2 pm, Grand Theatre - free will donation
        • Festival of Trees "Winter Wonderland," Keokuk Art Center
   fundraiser, 7:30 pm, Faith Family Church, 2323 Main St.
        • Brandon Gibbs Band & Caught in the Crypt Live, 9 pm, 
   L-Treyns, 1108 Main St. 
      20   • Open Mic/Live Karaoke, 7 pm, Lucky's Bar, 6th and Blondeau
      23  • Thanksgiving Eve Club Night Dance, 9 pm, L-Treyns, 1108 Main St.
      24  • City of Christmas open through December 26, Rand Park - 
   entrance at intersection of 17th St. and Park Lane
      26  • KPL Lego Club, ages 5 - 15, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library.  No registration required. 
        • Small Business Saturday,  Downtown Keokuk
      29  • The Weight of Blood and Arrowhead book reading and signing 
   with author Laura McHugh, 6:30 pm, Lower Level, 
   Keokuk Public Library
         • Photo Tour of England with the Wolfmeyers, 6:30 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      30  • Conservation Wednesday, Lee County Conservation Dept talks to kids about a 
   special animal each month, 2:30 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library 

December
   1-26  • City of Christmas, Rand Park
        1  • Thursday Pre-School Story Hour, Dec. 1, 8, 15, 22 & 29, 10 - 11 am, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
            • Open Mic Night, 6:30 - 8 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        2  • Knitting and Needlework Group, 1 - 4 pm, Lower Level, Keokuk Public Library
           • Puttin' on the Glitz , 4:30 - 10 pm, Main Street Keokuk
        3  • Classic Movie Matinee, 1 - 3 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        5  • Game-On, Dec. 5, 12, 19 & 26, 3:30 - 5 pm, Children's Area, Keokuk Public Library. 
        6  • Mark Laverty, Classical Piano, sponsored by the Keokuk Concert Assoc., 7:30 pm, Grand Theatre 
        7  • Wednesday Pre-School Story Hour, Dec. 7, 14, 21 & 28, 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.
        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
          • KMS Winter Band Concert, 7 pm, Keokuk Middle School
 10-31  • Tom & Betsy Gardner Keokuk History Exhibit, 
   Opening Sale Dec. 10th, 5 - 7 pm, Keokuk Art Center
      10  • Dance for the Children, Raeann's Dance Studio, 
   1 pm & 6 pm, Grand Theatre
      13   • GW 5th Grade Christmas Program, 7 pm, Grand Theatre
         • Open Mic/Live Karaoke, 7 pm, Lucky's Bar, 6th and Blondeau
      14  • Wednesday Afternoon Book Club, discussing "Go Set a Watchman" 
   by Harper Lee, 1-3 pm, Keokuk Public Library 
      17   • KPL Lego Club, ages 5 - 15, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library.  No registration required.
        • Family Christmas, 10 am - 3 pm, Miller House Museum, 
   318 N. 5th St.
        • Singin' for my Supper, KHS Show Choir Soup Cook-Off, 
   6 pm, KHS Fieldhouse
        • Crossview Christmas Program, Grand Theatre
          • Drive Dance Recital, Grand Theatre 37
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      19   • KHS Winter Band and Choir Concert, 7:30 pm, Grand Theatre
      20   • Open Mic/Live Karaoke, 7 pm, Lucky's Bar, 6th and Blondeau
      21  • Knitting and Needlework Group, 1 - 4 pm, Lower Level, Keokuk Public Library
            • Wednesday After School Movie, 2:30 - 4 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library 
      27   • Open Mic/Live Karaoke, 7 pm, Lucky's Bar, 6th and Blondeau    

January
        2  • Game-On, Jan. 2, 9, 16, 23 & 30, 3:30 - 5 pm, Children's Area, Keokuk Public Library
        3   • Open Mic/Live Karaoke, 7 pm, Lucky's Bar, 6th and Blondeau
        4  • Wednesday Pre-School Story Hour, Jan. 4, 11, 18 & 25, 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.
        5  • Thursday Pre-School Story Hour, Jan. 5, 12, 19 & 26, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
          • Open Mic Night, 6:30 - 8 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
        6  • Knitting and Needlework Group, 1 - 4 pm, Lower Level, Keokuk Public Library
        8   • KHS Show Choir Preview, time TBA, Grand Theatre
      10   • Open Mic/Live Karaoke, 7 pm, Lucky's Bar, 6th and Blondeau
      11  • Wednesday Afternoon Book Club, discussing "Rosemary" 
   by Kate C. Larson, 1-3 pm, Keokuk Public Library 
      12  • 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
          • Classic Movie Matinee, 1 - 2:30 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      15  • Growing Up on South 6th, by David Knowles, 2 pm, Miller House Museum, 318 N. 5th St.
      17  • Tri-State Modern Quilt Guild meeting, 7 - 9 pm, Lower Level, Keokuk Public Library
        • Open Mic/Live Karaoke, 7 pm, Lucky's Bar, 6th and Blondeau
      18  • Knitting and Needlework Group, 1 - 4 pm, Lower Level, Keokuk Public Library
          • Wednesday After School Movie, 2:30 - 4 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library 
      20  • Chuck Mitchell Concert, sponsored by the Keokuk Cultural and Entertainment District,
   time TBA, Baymont Inn
      21  • Sons of the Pioneers Concert, sponsored by Keokuk 
   Tourism, 7:30 pm, Grand Theatre
 21-22  • 33rd Annual Eagle Days, sponsored by the Keokuk   
   Tourism, Riverfront and River City Mall
      24   • Open Mic/Live Karaoke, 7 pm, Lucky's Bar, 6th and   
   Blondeau
      25  • Conservation Wednesday, Lee Co. Conservation Dept   
   talks to kids about a special animal each month, 
   2:30 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Public Library
      28  • KPL Lego Club, ages 5 - 15, 10 - 11 am, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Public Library.  No registration required.
        • Raeann Dance Recital, Grand Theatre
          • Trivia Night, Rand Park Pavilion fundraiser, 7 pm, Southside Boat Club

Sons of the Pioneers -- Courtesy  Photo
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mailto:alka_61@hotmail.com


Angela was less than thrilled.  He told her about his 
plans about two weeks after they had become intimate, 
at a time when they already seemed somehow less close 
than they had before.  Max had a growing suspicion that 
he was a disappointment to Angela, both in and out of bed.  
She had already hinted at a lack of ambition on his part, 
so he thought this plan might cause her to see that he was 
determined to get someplace in life.  She did see this but 
apparently came to the conclusion it was a place where she 
didn't care to go.

They didn't quarrel at the end, but agreed that they 
might date others while she was at college and he was, well, 
wherever the Army sent him.  They agreed that this would 
be a test to their relationship, a test that they were confident 
they could pass.  They kept in touch with short emails and 
longer letters.  In time, both became less frequent and seemed 
somehow more perfunctory in content.  He learned about her 
engagement to a young man she'd met in college most of a 
week before she figured out how to tell him herself.

II.
Angela's marriage lasted a bit less than four years.  I 

learned about their divorce, just as I had the engagement, 
from friends.  By that time I was in Iraq, having only been 
home once since high school, to bury my father.  And to 
spend a day and a half with my 
mother, who seemed to have 
aged more than I'd have thought 
in just three years.  I guess that 
taking care of someone whose 
bad habits, lost dreams and major 
disappointments have combined 
into what can truly be called a 
“massive heart failure,” well, all that ages a person.  I was 
counting myself among those major disappointments, 
though my mother insisted that my dad was proud of me.

At his grave, the morning after the funeral, just the two 
of us, she said to me, “Max, he was the one who said I must 
not call you when he went into the hospital the last time.  
He told me that you were serving your country, keeping us 
safe.  He said if he had those months before you left to live 
over again, he'd have asked you what to sell in the shop; he 
didn't care much what it was as long as it brought in enough 
customers, and if you were there with him part of the time, 
so much the better.”  Then she looked down at the mound 
of bare earth, no grass nor headstone yet, and nodded 
toward it.  “He liked people, Max.  All kinds, but especially 
the people who live here, all his friends and neighbors, the 
people he grew up with.  I think he wanted to sell cigars 
because to the men of his generation, of our generation, each 
cigar represented a small celebration.”

Somehow all that she said made me feel as if I'd managed 
to disappoint him even after I'd left.  I took the next bus south, 
down to Saint Louis, where I caught a plane, and then another 
and another, finally arriving back where I was stationed, just 
outside of Fallujah a city that had known great suffering, both 
in the Gulf War, back when I was just a kid, and more recently, 
during the Iraq War, when I was a combatant.

Continued from Page 32
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Yes, by this time I was already in Iraq, newly promoted to 
sergeant, leading my squad of men on patrols that managed 
to seem both pointless and insanely dangerous.  Going all 
the way back to the Gulf War, the people of Fallujah had 
their reasons for being hostile to American forces.  In 1991 a 
couple of attempts to take out a bridge across the Euphrates 
River at Fallujah had resulted in over two hundred civilian 
casualties.  A dozen or so years later, the people of Fallujah 
were enraged by what had been happening nearby at Abu 
Ghraib prison.  Then a protest that focused on reopening a 
local high school resulted in the deaths of 17 civilians and 
the wounding of over 70.

About a year after this, four American military 
contractors were in a convoy that was attacked.  The 
Americans were killed, their bodies burned and dragged 
through the city.  The First Battle of Fallujah followed.  It 
solved nothing, leading first to a U.S. ceasefire and then 
withdrawal.  There were 27 U.S. servicemen killed during 
the battle, and at least 800 Iraqis also died, about three-
fourths of them civilians.  This wasn't exactly a defeat, but 
the most revealing remark on this battle was that “the Battle 
of Fallujah was not a defeat—but we cannot afford many 
more victories like it." 

In November 2004, just a few months before my arrival 
in Iraq, Operation Phantom Fury, or the Second Battle 
for Fallujah, resulted in the death of an estimated 1,350 
insurgents. Approximately 95 American soldiers were killed 

and 560 wounded.  Fallujah 
was successfully retaken.  These 
were the events that were 
most prominently presented 
on television back home; there 
were, of course, dozens of other 
events that were not so much in 
the news but contributed to all 

of Fallujah's Anbar Province being considered central to the 
Gulf War.

All this and more I learned at my public library after I got 
back home, spending my afternoons reading about the war 
I had been in.  In doing this, I was following the example of 
a character Ernest Hemingway had written about, a soldier 
named Harold Krebs, who goes home after World War I 
only to discover he no longer fits in.  This was the same 
conclusion I was coming to until a couple of people I met 
back home proved me wrong.

I very nearly didn't make it back home.  We were on 
patrol, an ongoing display of our ability to stick it out 
despite the heat, despite the ever-present danger of death 
and dismemberment, and perhaps even a determination to 
maintain through another day a fragile peace.

We had just passed through a doubtful area, a stretch of 
road where it would have been particularly easy to set up 
an improvised explosive device.  I had two men out in front, 
walking.  The driver sat beside me studying the road in 
front, as I was, but I did this from a half-crouched position, 
leaning forward in order to see a bit better any slight 
disturbance to the road.  Most IEDs were pressure sensitive; 
it was the weight of the Humvee that would trigger 
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"... This was the same conclusion I was 
coming to until a couple of people I 
met back home proved me wrong."



one.  Our Humvee was not yet equipped with an Armor 
Survivability Kit.  We saw this vehicle as both our source 
of safety and our great vulnerability.

We had moved at this snail's pace for some time, 
working our way back to the relative safety of our 
encampment. When we were less than a hundred yards 
out, we all breathed a collective sigh of relief and the 
men on foot moved back in toward the Humvee.  I had 
just reached out to Larry, coming in on the right, when 
everything blew up.  For an instant I saw him come 
apart, and then I fell into blackness.

I guess I wasn't fully conscious again for several 
days.  By then I was at the Landstuhl Regional Medical 
Center in Germany.  That's when I learned that Larry, 
Jeff and Eddie had all been killed, men in my squad, 
men whose deaths I felt responsible for.  I also learned 
that my right hand and much of my right forearm were 
gone.  I was to be fitted with a prosthesis, trained in its 
use, and then discharged.

This was not what I wanted, at least not at that time.  
What I wanted was was to be fixed up so I could go back 
and kill those who were responsible for the deaths of 
my friends.  If I couldn't kill those directly responsible, 
those who had actually set the IED that killed Larry, Jeff 
and Eddie, then there were a lot of other Iraqi men who 
looked enough like them and would do just fine for me 
to kill.  But the Army was not about to send into combat 
a man with a prosthetic right arm.

It took quite a while for my body to adapt to my new 
right arm, and even longer for me to learn how to use 
it.  From the first day of my rehabilitation, I knew I had 
been fortunate that my injuries were not more extensive.  
I was to receive a transradial prosthesis, one that 
replaces an arm below the elbow.  Mine was to be one of 
the newer myoelectric arms that work with electrodes 
that sense what the muscles in my upper arm are doing, 
which causes movement in my new right hand.  At this 
time I was living among other soldiers who were trying 
to put together new lives for themselves after losing a 
complete arm or leg or worse.

So I tried not to complain, even though the pain I 
continued to feel in my right arm was so intense and 
persistent that I finally decided I had to tell my doctors 
and nurses about it.  I had been hesitant not only 
because so many of the others in my ward had suffered 
greater losses, but also because it made no sense to me 
that my missing hand and forearm would feel as if they 
were still there and still causing me a lot of pain. I was 
afraid my doctors would consider me crazy as well 
as maimed, and if they came to that conclusion, well, 
where would I end up?  So I was considerably relieved 
to learn that this kind of pain was apparently not at all 
uncommon.  It even had a name:  phantom limb pain.

I was also told that this phantom limb pain often 
went away as mysteriously as it had persisted within 
the first six months of amputation.  After six months, 
there were several coping strategies, but the likelihood 
increased that the pain would never go away.  As it 

Continued from Page 39
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happened, that six-month interval was also when I was 
due to be discharged.

By the end of the third month, I had already fallen 
into a fairly predictable routine.  (If it's one thing the 
army is particularly good at, it's establishing routine.)  
There were daily and weekly schedules for medicine, 
physical therapy, occupational therapy, time on my 
own when I could go to the hospital library, and, of 
course, prescribed intervals for meals and sleep.  The 
meals managed to conjure up for me all that you might 
think of when you combine the phrases “hospital food” 
and “army food,” although I really didn't have much 
appetite to begin with.

And then there were the monthly visits from my 
mother.  She seemed to be so upset with each of her first 
two visits, not only at seeing me the way I now was, 
but also seeing all the other young men, maimed and 
crippled, that I was living with.  So I called her before 
she could plan her third visit, and explained to her that I 
was at a point in my recovery that visitors would be too 
distracting.  Instead, I suggested that we plan to have 
a nice long visit after my discharge.  She agreed to this 
plan, which actually kind of surprised me.  Usually, she 
could tell when I was lying.

That plan, though it was really little more than a 
vague statement of intention, was the last plan I made 
while I was recovering from my injury.  By the fourth 
month I wasn't even looking forward to the next 
weekend.  I simply no longer wanted to think about 
what I would do with the rest of my life, where I would 
go, whether or not I would go to college, get a job—or 
just get a shopping cart and start living on the streets.  I 
got along well enough with everyone I saw, but I tried to 
keep them at arm's length from me, even though I hadn't 
much of an arm left, and the part I didn't have still hurt.

At the end of five months, the doctor who was in 
charge of my care sat down with me and explained there 
was not that much they could do for me in the month 
remaining before I was to be discharged.  If I wanted, 
I could have a leave that would last until three days 
before the scheduled date of my discharge.  Those days 
would be filled with some medical tests and “enough 
paperwork to make sure you are thoroughly sick of the 
Army before you go.”

“So you're going to throw me out on the streets for 
damn near a full month!  What am I supposed to do for, 
what is it, twenty-eight days?”

“Twenty-six, actually.  We thought you might want to 
go home.”

“Home?  So that everyone who knew me before…  
So that everyone who knew me could ask me awkward 
questions and take pity…  Begging your pardon, sir, but 
I don't think so.”

“Sergeant, we got a letter from your mother.  She's 
concerned…

“In fact, she's written to say that she needs you.  I 
understand your father has passed away.  She says that 
her house is too big for her now, that she needs 



to move to a smaller place, but that the house she's in 
needs some fixing up and cleaning up first.  Helping 
her with that is something we think you're ready for, 
something that will do you as much good as anything 
we might plan for you here.”

So.  I was going home for most of a month.  I hadn't 
fooled her after all.

III.
A day later I was back in the small town where I'd grown 

up and where I quickly fell into a new routine.  Mornings 
I helped my mother tidy up and make minor repairs to the 
house she planned to sell or rent, using the income to pay 
the rent on an apartment in what had once been a hotel, 
the very hotel where my father had tried to make a go of 
selling tobacco products.  You grow up in a small town, and 
you pretty quickly come to a refined understanding of the 
meaning of “irony.”

After lunch, I'd walk on down 
to the library.  I had acquired a 
much greater desire to read than 
I'd ever had in high school, and, 
besides, libraries discourage 
conversation, something I was 
eager to avoid, especially with 
anyone who had known me 
back in the day.  Of course, I 
still managed to run into several 
people I'd known before, and, yes, a few of them did ask me 
tactless questions about the number of insurgents I'd killed 
or simply if I'd seen anyone die, or maybe they just wanted 
to look at my new arm.  This was a library without a lot 
of dimly lit corners in it, but I still was pretty quick to find 
those spots where there was less foot traffic, where I'd sit 
with my back to anyone who passed by and tried to remain 
focused on whatever I was reading.

Evenings, my mother and I would fix a meal together 
and then talk about our respective days.  She'd tell me 
about the people she'd seen or talked to playing cards or at 
one or another of the various organizations she belonged 
to. I'd tell her about what I'd been reading.  Our evenings 
together might include a bit of television or a bit more 
reading.  Of course, at intervals throughout the day I'd have 
to go through the exercises my doctors and therapists had 
prescribed.  On the day I arrived, my mother had insisted on 
knowing in detail what this regimen consisted of, and made 
sure I followed it faithfully.  I didn't mind; my days seemed 
even longer if I didn't have this routine to follow.

Typically, my mother was asleep before nine o'clock, 
while I was often up much later.  The pain of my missing 
arm was always with me, and it did not let me get to sleep 
very easily or for very long.

And then one evening she announced over dinner that 
she had run into my old scoutmaster, and that he had 
inquired after me, and that after some further conversation, 
she had agreed, on my behalf, to have me speak to forty or 
fifty Boy Scouts and Cub Scouts at a meeting to be held 
down in the library's lower level.

Continued from Page 40 This was something I really, really didn't want to do, 
but she pointed out that no one else there would have 
known me before my “injury,” as she put it, that she had 
already insisted no questions could be asked about my 
injury, and that I could, if I wished, leave immediately 
after my talk.  I still didn't want to do it, but my mother is 
formidable in argument, even with those to whom she is 
not related.  I didn't have a chance.

I had less than a week to get ready, but even as late as 
the evening before I was to speak, I still didn't have a clue 
as to what I might say.  I mentioned this to my mother 
who, instead of suggesting a topic, added to my misery by 
mentioned the fact—had it really slipped her mind?—that, 
because of their special guest, all of the Scouts would be in 
uniform.  She thought that I should also be in uniform, the 
Class A uniform I'd worn for my flight home, which had 
been hanging in my closet since that day.  Only it wasn't 
there, because my mother had gotten it dry cleaned and so 
it was now hanging in the closet near the front door.

So that next afternoon I put 
on my uniform and walked 
over to the library figuring I'd 
thank them for inviting me, 
then saying, oh, I don't know, 
maybe that being prepared is a 
good idea, but sometimes things 
happen that you can't prepare 
for, and then you just need to 
suck it up.  No, scratch that.  I 

sure don't want to be responsible for disillusioning an 
entire troop of Boy Scouts.

I crossed the main floor of the library and was about to 
take the stairs to the lower level when I saw a Cub Scout 
who had apparently been sent up to watch for me.  He 
saw me at the same moment that I saw him.  His eyes 
got wide; he practically croaked out the word “Sir!” as 
he took a step back, and then he saluted me.  It was one 
of those Cub Scout salutes, the kind they do with two 
fingers, and it was a salute I knew I'd need to return.

I've got to admit that I'd come to think of saluting as 
archaic, without much real remaining purpose.  All you're 
doing is acknowledging what's already pretty evident 
on an officer's shoulder, that it was something the officer 
would really just as soon you skipped once you got into 
combat.  This was different.  It was as if that Cub Scout 
was thanking me for my service for the first time in the 
only way that really mattered.

Only it just wasn't possible for me to snap off that return 
salute the way I used to salute officers before going to Iraq.  
My control over my prosthetic arm still wasn't that good.  
Also, my missing arm had been causing me even more 
pain than usual the last couple of days.  So I saluted my 
new friend slowly and carefully, practically biting my lip as 
I did.  And then we, both of us, broke into broad grins, as 
if we'd accomplished something important.  I said, “Would 
you walk down with me?”  So we came into the meeting 
room together, where at least forty Scouts broke into 
applause—to our mutual embarrassment. 41  Continued on Page 42

"You grow up in a small town,
and you pretty quickly come to a

refined understanding of the
meaning of 'irony.'"



It was as my old scoutmaster introduced me that I finally 
figured out what I had to talk about.  I thanked everyone for 
inviting me, and promised them all I wouldn't take much of 
their time.

“I have noticed we all have something in common,” I 
said.  “We're all wearing a uniform.  Have you ever thought 
about what that means?  It sets us apart from others, from 
those who aren't in uniform.  It makes us recognizable to 
them and to each other.  What it tells the world is that we are 
in service, that we have a duty to perform.  Think about it:  
every uniform says this.  And the uniforms we wear also say 
that we are a part of something bigger than we are.

“When you have a duty or a service to perform it is 
not something you do for yourself, but for that something 
that's bigger than all of us—and it is for other people.  
Furthermore, all too often those other people don't look like 
us or sound like us.  They don't dress like us, and they may 
not even think that much like us.  But we must do our duty 
as best we can anyhow, sometimes losing something we 
really value along the way, but nothing as valuable as our 
honor.  Honor.  That's why we wear a uniform”

And then I thanked them for listening and for 
their service and said I had to go, that I had another 
engagement.  I thought those last few words were not 
really true, but then they became true as I was leaving the 
library.  I ran into the second person, that Cub Scout being 
the first, to prove to me that there might still be a place for 
me back in my hometown.

IV.
I had just reached the top of the stairs and was about 

to go through the door into the main room of the library 
when the door opened. And out onto the landing stepped 
Angela.  She looked even better than I remembered, though 
I only saw her for an instant before looking off to my right 
and turning not just my head but my entire body so she 
wouldn't see my right arm.  Then I looked back at her, 
hoping we might just greet each other politely and then go 
about our business.  I was about to leave by the front door 
at the library's upper level, while it appeared to me that she 
was on her way to the parking lot off the lower level.

I knew that Angela knew I had lost my right arm in Iraq; 
we had too many of the same friends for her not to know.  
Still, I desperately wanted my missing arm, or its prosthetic 
replacement, not to be something we talked about.  I could 
live with her rejection, but not her pity.  So I was all set with 
an inane comment about the football team at the high school 
we had both graduated from.  But she spoke first.

“I know you had a terrible time of it in Iraq,” she said.  
“What we first heard back here was that you… was that you 
had been killed.  I cried and cried when I heard that, and 
I wasn't the only one.  We were… I was so grateful when I 
learned that you had been spared.

“I know that there must be a lot that you've gone through 
that you just can't talk about, at least not yet.  If there is 
a time when you do want to talk about… about what's 
happened to you, I hope I can be there, that I'm the one you 
choose to talk to.”

Then she turned the conversation to shared, happier 
memories, to the things we had talked endlessly about a 
long time ago.  She had a way of asking me something that 
couldn't be answered with just a word or two and then really 
listening when I responded.  My face felt a bit odd, perhaps 
because I was talking a lot more than I usually did—and 
then I realized it was because I was smiling, remembering 
how much I used to like listening to the sound of her 
laughter and glad to be hearing it again.

At least a half an hour passed, and we were still standing 
on the landing of the library's back stairs, talking like old 
friends.  Somehow we were now standing closer together, 
close enough that I could smell her perfume.  It conjured 
up for me a time I had thought would be too painful to 
remember.  And then, all at once, I realized that I had been 
talking on and on, perhaps even more than Angela, that surely 
I must be keeping her from something more important.

I was about to say goodbye, maybe even ask her if 
we might meet again.  I wasn't at all sure if this was 
something I should ask her.  Perhaps, since her divorce, 
she had gotten serious about someone new.  Suddenly she 
took a step forward, although we were already standing 
pretty close to each other, and she took my hand, my right 
hand, the hand I didn't have anymore, and she held it 
to her bosom.  “Oh Max,” she said, “you've still got the 
touch,” and leaned into me.

V.
Late that night, in a bed not his own, Max looked out 

into the moonlit night sky and smiled.  He smiled because 
sleeping beside him was his first lover, the woman he still 
loved.  And then he sat up suddenly, astonished, as a great 
realization came over him.  For the first time since that 
terrible day on the road to Fallujah, the day that he lost 
three men who counted on him, the day that he lost his 
arm, it did not hurt.
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