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Where the Arts, Culture & History flow together 

A   mutual love of music 
brought Ray and Mary Jane 

Goeke of Keokuk together more 
than 60 years ago, to the benefit 
of hundreds of students they’ve 
taught along the way.

The Goekes are Kirksville, 
Missouri natives who met in high 
school chorus in 1947 when they 
were cast in the leading roles of 
their school’s annual operetta. 
They began dating around 
that time and were married a 
few years later while attending 
Northeast Missouri State 
University (now Truman State 
University) in Kirksville. They 
celebrated their 63rd wedding 
anniversary in August.

After obtaining a degree 
in music education, Ray, now 
85, taught band in Memphis, 
Missouri for five years. He earned 
a master’s degree while teaching in 
Brunswick, Missouri for another 
five years.

When the Goekes first moved 
to Keokuk in 1961, Ray split his 
instruction time between Keokuk 
Senior High and the Keokuk 
Junior College, which was located 
inside the high school. When the junior college, known today as Southeastern 
Community College, became affiliated with a statewide network in 1967, Ray 
assumed full-time instruction at the postsecondary level until his retirement in 1994.

Although Mary Jane didn’t complete her teaching degree, she’d gained enough 
experience in music instruction before she even entered college.  At age13 she 
began assisting her music teacher, whose eyesight was failing, with voice and 
piano lessons.

Mary Jane and Ray Goeke where 
they're most at home.

Photo courtesy of the Daily Gate City
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“She told me by the time I was 10 years old that she was training me (to 
teach),” said Mary Jane, who will turn 82 in November. “I sort of laughed up my 
sleeve because I thought, ‘No way am I going to be a teacher.’

“The idea kind of grew on me,” she added. “I’ve always loved children and 
loved teaching and giving my love of music.” Thus, she began her career of 
private voice, piano and organ lessons well before the time she and her family 
moved to Keokuk. 

During the 2012 Christmas season, a group of Mary Jane’s former students 
who showed up at the Goekes’ doorstep to sing carols were invited inside for an 
impromptu celebration, Mary Jane said.

One of Ray’s most significant contributions to music education in Keokuk 
was the Summer Drama Music Workshop he started in 1963. He directed a total 
of fifteen productions during the lifetime of the program, which was run by the 
Keokuk School District.

Ray also was choirmaster for twenty-nine years at St. John’s Episcopal Church 
in Keokuk.

Mary Jane continues to teach voice, piano and organ but has fewer students 
nowadays due to painful arthritis.

“I’m very happy I can do what I do,” she said. “I never want to give up playing.”
Until recently, she played the organ every Sunday at her family’s church, All 

Saints Parish in Keokuk, as well as United Presbyterian Church in Keokuk and St. 
John’s Episcopal. Now she substitutes for their regular organists.

Her first gig was at age 11 as substitute organist at her family’s church in 
Kirksville. She became the church’s full-time organist just two years later.

Although the Goekes 
have mostly retired from 
teaching, they find plenty 
of other activities to keep 
them busy. Ray continues 
to do yardwork and 
maintain their two-story 
home on Grand Avenue 
where they’ve lived since 
1982. “We love this old 
river,” Mary Jane said 
about the view from the 
back of their home.

Continued on Page 3 For the best in long term 
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She maintains her memberships 
in PEO and the Keokuk Concert 
Association. Ray continues to serve 
on the Keokuk Fine Arts Council 
Board and is a member of the 
Knights of Columbus.  Both are 
members of the Keokuk chapter of 
RotaryInternational, and Mary Jane 
plays the piano during meetings.

They enjoy travel, especially 
because all five of their children 
live out of state. Mary Teresa is a 
retired special education teacher in 
the Phoenix area. Babetta Jane, who 
lives in Big Rapids, Mich., teaches 
kindergarten and used to have a 
dance studio in Keokuk. Raymond 
Edward II is a minister of music at 
a church in Overland Park, Kansas. 
Joseph Carl is a computer engineer 
in Seattle. Christopher Leo is 
a voice instructor at Southeast 
Missouri State University in Cape 
Girardeau.Ray and Mary Jane have 
11 grandchildren and five great-
grandchildren.

Their travel experience also 
includes winter vacations in Florida 
and Mexico.“We would like to do more [traveling] but it’s getting harder,” Ray 
said. Mary Jane encourages other senior citizens to find the time and money 
for travel while they still have time.“Don’t put off going places (where) you’ve 
always wanted to go,” she said. “My parents never traveled because my dad 
died suddenly.”

When he’s not attending civic group meeting or working in the yard, Ray 
enjoys taking walks. He logs two or three miles every day.

“It’s very important to stay as active as you possibly can,” he said.

Mary Jane and Ray, 1986, surrounded by their five children:  (from left 
to right) Christopher Lee; Mary Teresa (Mathews); Joseph Carl; Babetta 
Jane (Davids); and Raymond Edward, II.

Continued from Page 2
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Shooting Star
Out of the void
he came
like a shooting star
touching her shoulder
"A grand adventure,"
he said,
igniting the darkness.
"Let there be light."
and so it is that they
turned the nights to diamonds
turned the days
to gold
and painted
once upon a time.

Wendell Mohr passed away in 2008, but his work lives on, gaining momentum, 
adding fame to an already famous artist. Wendell lived in the tiny unincorporated 

village of Vernon, Iowa which is on the other side of the Des Moines River from 
Bentonsport, another unincorporated village in Van Buren County. He lived in the old 
Vernon school, a two-story brick structure, complete with bell tower, gymnasium, and 
loft apartment. The school, a historic landmark, was the ideal setting for isolation, a place 
of peace and beauty for Wendell's imagination to run amuck, free. From the Des Moines 
River, like carp, he pulled ships and sailors to paint from memory. There was no email, cell 
phone, or internet in Wendell's school/home, where he sometimes conducted art classes. A 
simple land-line phone, without a recorder, was his only connection to the outside world. If 
he answered, he was there.

Recently, his wife, Julie Powell-Mohr, also an artist, spoke at an exhibition of Wendell's 
work at the Keokuk Library/Art Center. He was mostly known for his watercolor trains, 
ships, bridges, and seamy city scenes and skylines. There was usually a touch of the abstract 
in his work, which adds emotion, Wendell Mohr's drawing card. Later in life, he did some 
completely abstract work. Those would sell as soon as they were finished, but they were never 
fully satisfying to him. He was surprised by the demand, always thanking those who kept his 
dreams alive, the customers.

Wendell and his wife Julie would sometimes collaborate on a watercolor, she making "his 
hard edges soft" and he making "her soft edges hard." And they would jointly write.

"…so we traveled on shafts of light, gathering in, gathering in, yellows, reds, blues, a holy 
gathering of primary colors to paint the earth…

"Put your mind in neutral," he said. "Let the patterns speak. Patterns tell the truth." So the 
hard edges became doorways, and the windows opened to let in the light.

Wendell Mohr
 by Curt Swarm/Syndicated Columnist

Continued on Page 5

Tom Seabold, executive director of the Keokuk Art Center, and Kathy Divine, 
Chief Turnaround Officer and CEO at Keokuk Area Hospital, are currently working 
together to display work by area artists at the hospital. The Art Center has been 
awarded a grant from the Keokuk Community Foundation and the Lee County 
Community Foundation for this project. The first exhibit will feature work by 
Wendell Mohr from the permanent collection of the Art Center among other works.  
Mohr passed away May 25, 2008. 

The article below was published at the time of Wendell Mohr’s death.



Wendell Mohr was a great teacher, 
conducting classes all across the 
Midwest. He shared his knowledge of 
beauty and the world and was known 
for his wit and wisdom. He would 
say, "Watercolor is sort of like life. You 
take what you get. Each painting is 
unique. You are never done. There is 
no masterpiece. You learn to paint by 
painting. Correcting a drip? It's like 
trying to correct something you've said. 
You can't do it. Sometimes you need 
to be reckless. Patience and impatience 
are needed with watercolors. Don't be 
afraid to exaggerate! Paint boldly. Take 
risks. Put your darkest darks next to 
your lightest lights. Listen. Watch the 
colors mingle. Wait. Let yourself be 
surprised. Add some detail at the focal 
point. Leave something to discover. 
Four and five-year olds are the real 
artists. They don't care if their skies are 
green or their trees are blue. And they 
don't care if their cows look like dogs 
and their dogs look like cows. Paint every day. Find a way to heal the world."

Wendell Mohr's art was about drama and adventure. Art was his first language, as it 
was man's.

Wendell Mohr is gone. We miss him. His work lives on.
____________________________________________________________________________

Visit Curt Swarm’s website at  www.empty-nest-words-photos-and-frames.com 

Continued from Page 4
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Isn't it Grand, one of several  Wendell Mohr silk screen prints 
that feature the sights of Keokuk.

http://www.ksb.bank.com
http://www.empty-nest-words-photos-and-frames.com
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The Keokuk Public Library will be hosting its fourth annual Adult Winter Reading 

Program and its first Teen Winter Reading Program, starting on Monday, February 
3rd and running through March 14th, to encourage adults and young adults to read for 
fun this winter.

The program this year is called “Use Your Words” and cardholders, ages 13 to 113, can 
register for the programs at the Reference Desk starting on February 3rd.  Participants 
will receive a chance to win a prize for every book they read – up to 6 books for the 
6-week program.  The grand prize for the teens and adults are 16 GB Kindle Fire 
e-readers, which can be used to download free ebooks and audiobooks with the library’s 
subscription to WILBOR.  Prizes will be purchased with the help of memorials and 
donations to the Keokuk Public Library Foundation, a 501(c)3 non-profit.

The title of the program is a celebration of the library’s journey to Subject-based 
cataloging.  Library users can “use their words” to browse books in the adult non-fiction, 
like “TRUE CRIME,” “COOKING,” and “COMPUTERS” instead of 364.1092, 
641.563, and 005.446.  Participants will also circle words that describe the books they 
read: light reading, heavy reading, page-turner, mystery, cozy, scary, disturbing, and more.

The drawings will be held Friday, March 14th at 4:00 PM.  Winners will be contacted the 
following Monday.  For more information, please contact the library at (319) 524-1483 or 
visit the website at www.keokuklibrary.org.  Registration starts Monday, February 3rd at 
210 N. 5th Street.

The Winter Reading Program Returns

Continued on Page 7

Baby it's cold outside, but the music indoors is 
hot thanks to the Keokuk High School Music 

Department.  While winter may mean basketball to 
some, to others it's all about Jazz Band and Show 
Choir, and in and around the Tri-State area, there's 
plenty to be found.  

This past December, Jazz Band, under the 
direction of Josh Hetzel, welcomed in the holidays 
with its first ever Winter Jazz Concert.  An 
informal affair held in the band room offered 
listeners an array of Christmas favorites free of 
charge.  KHS students audition in November 
for a place in this eighteen member group.  With 
daily class time practices, plus early mornings 
Monday,Wednesday, Friday, and a Monday 
evening session—these young people are dedicated 
to their art and their hard work pays off.  Last 
year three individuals were selected to Iowa All 
State Bank and Jazz Band earned the opportunity 
to perform at the State Competition where they 
were awarded 12th place. Locally, you'll be able to 
catch them this winter on February 15th wrapping 
up the annual Show Choir Invitational, as well as 
March 25th at their Jazz and Chili Fundraiser.   

High School Music Performances to 
 warm up your winter

Kelby Kies, a junior at KHS, 
plays bass for Jazz Band.

by Julia Logan

http://www.keokuklibrary.org


Show Choir has gained national popularity in the past 
few years, as evidenced by the success of the hit show "Glee."  
This year, 102 students make up Keokuk high school's two 
show choirs —a 90% increase in participation over the past 
two years with a 200% increase in male participation.  Offered 
as a for credit year long course, auditions are held in the 
spring and individuals are placed in either Purple Harmony 
or Vibrations.  Led by Nick McGraw, they practice daily 
beginning in August and begin their competition season in 
January.  December 15th the public was offered a preview of 
this year's performance during the second annual Singin' for 
my Supper soup cook-off.  The evening's show wrapped up 
with a musical arrangement that combined both high school 
show choirs with the middle school choir—240 young people 
on risers, singing in harmony.  It was truly awesome!  An 
additional preview night will be held January 20th at 7:30 
in the school cafeteria before taking their show on the road.  
The big event, however, is February 15th when show choirs 
from around the state will descend on Keokuk for our annual 
invitational, the Power City Classic.  Purple Harmony and 
Vibrations will take over the stage and perform exhibition that 
evening.  It's a special occasion not to be missed.  The POPS 
concert on March 11th will provide one more opportunity to catch these energetic singer/
dancers as they, along with Concert Choir, put on a show at the Grand Theatre.   

There's more.  The All-City Band Concert, scheduled for March 13th at 7:00 pm in 
Wright Fieldhouse, will feature middle school as well as high school bands. Finally, for 
those who still believe that winter isn't complete without lay ups and free throws, Pep 
Band provides the opportunity to combine music and sports.  Anyone, and they do claim 
"anyone," is invited to play with the Pep Band at all home basketball games.  You don't 
have to be familiar with the tunes, or even any good.  Just bring along a horn (with a bit of 
advance notice you can most likely arrange to borrow one), come early for a bit of practice 
(or don't), and prepare to have a great time.  Pep Band usually starts playing 20-30 minutes 
before the first varsity game.  

For additional band information, go to https://sites.google.com/site/keokukband or email 
Josh at Josh.Hetzel@keokukschools.org.  A complete show choir schedule can be found be 
going to the school district's website, http://www.keokuk.k12.ia.us, and clicking on the High 
School activites calendar.  Nick can be reached by email at Nick.McGraw@keokukschools.org.  
All that musical energy out there is bound to warm even a cold, cold heart.

7

You'll find our 
complete 

calendar of events, 
January-March
beginning on

page 21.

Continued from Page 6

Purple Harmony entertained a packed 
house at this year's 2nd Annual Soup 
Cook-Off.

http://www.sutliverealestate.com
mailto:Nick.McGraw@keokukschools.org
http://www.keokuk.k12.ia.us
mailto:Josh.Hetzel@keokukschools.org
http://sites.google.com/site/keokukband
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Editor's Note:  On October 12th, the statue 
of Chief Keokuk in Rand Park was rededicated 
after serving as an iconic image of the man and 
the city for one hundred years.  This rededication 
was sponsored by the Keokuk Area Convention & 
Tourism Bureau, the Lee County Conservation 
Board, the Illiniwek Village of Missouri, the 
Thunderbird Society, the Standing Bear Council 
and the City of Keokuk.  The day's activities 
included the blessing and rededication of the statue, 
storytelling, dancing, a variety of displays, Native 
American food, children's games, trader booths and 
the opportunity to meet as many as twenty-seven 
descendents of Chief Keokuk.  Ed Kiedaisch, a 
regular contributor, was at this celebration and 
has provided the Confluence with the following 
photographic essay.

Keokuk Statue Rededication
 a Photographic Essay by Ed Kiedaisch

Everyone in this photo is a descendent of Chief Keokuk except the man 
in headdress.

The woman wearing green is a local Standing 
Bear member who carved a tree trunk section 
with an image of Keokuk.  Here, she is 
presenting it to the descendents' matriarch.  
Kirk Brandenburg, director of the Keokuk Area 
Convention & Tourism Bureau, is standing to the 
far left...

— The 
carving she 
presented.

While some 
descendents of Chief 
Keokuk had to travel 
a great distance to be 
at the rededication, 
others did not.  The 
woman in dark glasses, 
fifth from the right, is 
a descendant who lives 
in Argyle, Iowa.

The man at the microphone 
is dressed in the clothing and 
regalia that is representative of 
what Keokuk would have worn.  
He is a member of the local 
Standing Bear Drum.  The 
woman on his left, in turquoise, 
is Tonya Jones of Chilicothe, 
Missouri, a descendant and the 
spokeswoman for the group. 
The woman in the chair is the 
oldest descendent of Chief 
Keokuk.  All of the other 
descendents considered her to 
be the matriarch of the group, 
even though they had never 
before assembled as a group 
and were discovering relatives 
they never knew about. 



Keokuk
Under "Welcome to" enscribed,
This town still bears his name
And his statue in the park enshrines
A testament to his fame

And standing above the Mississippi
On this southeastern Iowa shore,
Keokuk displays a part of  history,
Revealing his nation's past once more.

What was this land in Keokuk's hands
(Chief of the Sac and Fox)
When prairies rolled in waves of grass 
As a mild wind blew across?

And was it talent or intuition
That allowed him, even as a youth
To speak with the wit of a politician
As he endeavored to share this truth:

That indeed the coming of the white man
Was like the springing up of grass
And the Indians' freedoms in this land
Now were vanishing with their past?

Still, he won respect from those he met
(Common men and the government too)
And his likeness in bronze at the Capitol
Portrays that homage which ensued

And artist Nellie Walker cast this figure
Now in the park; an attempt to convey
Chief Keokuk's courage and his vigor –
Traits he's remembered for today.

And if your travels ever lead you
To visit this spot where Keokuk stands,
You'll note his yearning in this statue,
Endorsed by the peace pipe in his hand.

    –Jeoffrey Meister 9Photo by Rex Muston, 2013



How Keokuk Got Its Name
 by Tom Gardner
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At first, the location of what would become Keokuk was named Puck-e-she-tuck, a 
name given this location by the Sac and Fox Indians.  It has been translated as either 

"foot of the rapids" or "where the water runs still."   In 1820 Dr. Samuel Muir, an army 
surgeon stationed at Fort Edwards (today the location of Warsaw, Illinois), built a cabin 
on what is now the northwest corner of Main and Water Streets.  Other cabins followed.  
Moses Stillwell built a couple of these cabins.  The American Fur Company built a row of 
five connected houses that later came to be called "Rat Row."  In August of 1824 the United 
States government entered into a treaty with the Sac and Fox tribes that established 119,000 
acres  in the southeastern corner of what was to become Iowa as a "half-breed tract."  Thus, 
by the late 1820s this small village with a population of just two or three dozen people, 
mostly the men working for the American Fur Company, still did not have a name.

There are two stories that explain how this village came to be named Keokuk.
One has it that on July 4th of 1829 a steamboat paused at this unnamed village to celebrate 

Independence Day.  Col. George Davenport was onboard, acting as master of ceremonies for 
this celebration, and it was he who proposed that the village be named Keokuk.

This story lacks drama and detail in every source that presents it.  We don't know what 
Davenport said in support of this nomination, nor do we know how it was accepted, just that 
it was accepted.  We don't know who else was onboard to adopt Davenport's nomination.  We 
don't even know the name of the steamboat.

We do know, however, that people began to call this village at the foot of the rapids 
"Keokuk" not long after this event was said to have taken place.  In 1834 J.M. Peck 
wrote A Gazetteer of Illinois / in Three Parts: / Containing / A General View of 
each Town, Settlement / Stream, Prairie, Bottom, Bluff, etc.—Alpha- / betically 
Arranged.  Peck's introduction 
makes it clear that this book was 
the work of several years, and on 
page 270 he writes, "Keokuck, 
is a town site and contemplated 
place for business, in the Missouri 
territory, four miles above the 
mouth of the Des Moines, and at 
the foot of the lower rapids.  It is 
introduced here from its proximity 
to Illinois, and received its name 
from the celebrated Sauk chief."

It wasn't until several months 
after Peck's Gazetteer made its 
appearance that Keokuk's second 
naming event took place.  In 
September of 1834 a group of 
men were gathered together at the 
saloon of John Gaines in Keokuk.  
Apparently Gaines thought that 
Davenport's naming of the town lacked official status, so he set out a bottle and about a 
dozen glasses, one for each man.  He called for everyone's attention and declared that it was 
time for the town to be named.  Then he spoke at length in praise of Chief Keokuk, while 
all the men looked yearningly at the bottle and all those glasses.  Finally, Gaines said, "All 
persons in favor of the name of Keokuk will please step forward and drink."

The first to do so was Isaac Campbell, but then, in a real mood-killer, he picked up his 
glass and asked for water instead.  The others were not so reticent.  One by one, Mosses 
Stillwell, Ed Bushnell, James Bartlett, a man named Brusseau, and two or three others whose 

Continued on Page 11
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names are missing from the historical record stepped forward and filled their glasses from 
the bottle.  Finally, John Gaines filled his glass and then turned to J.B. Patterson, who still 
had not claimed his glass.  Patterson claimed he was not eligible to vote, having only been in 
town for two weeks.  Everyone insisted that this was plenty of time, so finally Patterson said, 
"Well, then I'm going to have to vote no.  I don't like Keokuk."  Everyone else, though, drank 
to Keokuk, and so the town was named.

All of these origin stories took place in or right next to the adjoining row of cabins built 
by Russell Farnham for the use of the American Fur Company.  These buildings were 
finally torn down after Keokuk's city council condemned them as a public nuisance in 

1849.  Of course, when Farnham built 
them in the 1820's he didn't call them 
"Rat Row."  They didn't get that name 
until 1842.  According to L.B. Fleak, 
Keokuk's first postmaster, here's how 
it happened:

In 1842 two of the six rooms 
that made up Rat Row were being 
used commercially by six women 
who were, to put it delicately, "soiled 
doves."  Two gentlemen, Bill Clark 
and Charley Moore, were passing 
near the room occupied by four of 
these women when they heard shrieks 
of terror coming from within.  When 
they entered, they saw one of the 
women standing in the middle of 
the room, her hand clutching her 
stomach, a look of pure terror on 
her face.  "Clark, a ladies' man and 
very polite, stepped up to her and 

placed his hand just below hers and felt something struggling for liberty.  Although it was 
a delicate situation," Fleak continued, "he [Clark] passed his other hand under her clothes 
and finally drew out by the tail one of the largest wharf rats ever seen in the neighborhood.  
It was then and there," Fleak recalled, "that in honor of his ratship Bill Clark named the 
shanties 'Rat Row.'"

Yes, every town and city has its origin stories, and all too often, as they tend toward the 
legendary, they also tend toward the lurid.

Continued from Page 10
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An era is ending in Keokuk. With the closing of Stadler’s Cigar Store, many memories 
and much nostalgia will disappear from the town. In the “dear dead days” that are not 

beyond recall, the cigar store in Keokuk was not only a retail store, but was also a social club 
of sorts. The store was a place where men could gather in the evening and visit for hours on 
end. Many stores here furnished benches in the summer so the men who gathered could sit 
outside where the air was cooler and the conversation lighter.

Cigar stores flourished here. There were numerous cigar makers, men who learned 
the craft of rolling the proper amounts of tobacco into all shapes and sizes of cigars. One 
by one these craftsmen vanished as factory-made cigars took their toll of the hand-made 
industry. As the cigar makers left the scene, the cigar store itself began to fade away. About 
25 years ago there were still three or four cigar stores left. For the past several years, only 
Stadler’s remained.

 Started at age 12
In 1881, at the age of 12, John G. Stadler started learning the cigar making trade from 

Theodore Bode in the latter’s establishment at Third and Johnson Streets. Wages for the 
young apprentice were $1.25 per week. Eight years later, Mr. Stadler went into business for 
himself, making cigars in his home at 829 North 12th Street. Just outside the house he had a 
small shed which was his “factory.” After she had finished with her housework, Mrs. Stadler 
would help her husband strip the tobacco.

Stadler's Cigar Store
 by John Marion
  originally written for the Daily Gate City, January 25, 1971
  with photographs provided by Susie Stadler Mooney

12  Continued on Page 13
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At that time there were many such small shops, operating either in homes or small 
downtown shops. Some of these were Pflug’s, Ward’s, L. H. Wolf ’s, Moeller’s, Seibert’s, 
Bevering’s,  Koechling’s, Guttman’s and Eisenhuth’s. Ward’s was one of the last stores before 
Stadler’s to go out of business.  Seibert’s had a choice location on the corner of Fourth and 
Main, where a tavern is now located. The street cars all stopped at this corner. Traveling men 
who rode the street car from the depot to their homes would get off the street car and stop in 
at Seibert’s.

 Moves to Main Street
In abut the year 1900, John G. Stadler moved his cigar business from his home to 814 

Main Street. This store had the proverbial cigar store Indian in front near the doorway. An 
ad in the October 4, 1903 issue of the Daily Gate City stated, “Smoke Stadler’s Commercial. 
Manufactured by John G. Statler. A complete line of smoking articles and chewing tobacco 
constantly on hand. Box Trade A Specialty.” A few years later Mr. Stadler moved to a new 
location at 822 Main Street.

El Mural was the “expensive” top-of-the-line cigar 
which sold for the high price of 10 cents each. Mr. Stadler 
also made a “special brand for a D. Hollis, who lived 
here at the time. About once a month Mr. Stadler would 
rent a horse and wagon and sell cigars in Montrose and 
Hamilton. He would take the train and sell his cigars in 
Wayland and Kahoka. For his local business, Stadler 
traveled by street car to sell his tobaccos. In many instances 
he “bartered” his cigars for grocieries.

The 814 Main Street location was the location of the L. 
H. Wolf Cigar store. Mr. Stadler bought out this company. 
An unusual coincidence is that W. W. (Jack) Wolf, son of L. 
H. Wolf, later married Mr. Stadler’s daughter, Margaret.

 Wholesale, Retail and Import
Mr. Stadler operated his store and manufacturing 

business by himself until about 1920, although his two 
sons worked for their father while they were going to school. 
Stripping the tobacco was a regular job for the boys. About 
1920, H. W. (Skip) Stadler joined his father in the business. F. J. (Bud) Stadler had a job 
with the Wabash Railroad, but he worked nights, Sundays, and any spare time in the 
tobacco business.

John and Skip Stadler went into 
the wholesale business in 1931. The 
same year they moved from 822 
Main to 624 Main, present location 
of the last cigar store here, and 
headquarters for the entire operation 
from 1931 until today. Bud Stadler 
left the Wabash railroad in 1934 and 
went into the business with his father 
and brother. The company was now 
in the wholesale, retail, and import 
tobacco business.

Late in the 1930’s the retail 
business was expanded, and cigar 
counters were opened by the Stadlers 
in the Iowa Hotel, Keokuk; Lincoln-
Douglas Hotel, Quincy; LeClaire 
Hotel, Moline; Abraham Lincoln 
Hotel, Springfield; and two Ottumwa 
hotels.  At this time the company 

Continued from Page 12

Wilhelmenia (Billie) Statler and H.W. (Skip) Statler

http://www.pilotgrovesavingsbank.com


14

Continued on Page 15

Continued from Page 13

added several lines of candy to its wholesale and retail 
divisions. The candy business soon became a large and 
important segment of the business. Gift items “crept” 
into the operation shortly after candy. The company 
now were wholesalers, retailers and importers of cigars, 
tobacco, pipes, cigarettes, candy and gift items.

 Stadler’s cigar clippings
The factory-made cigars finally forced John Stadler 

to give up his hand-made cigars in 1934. Stadler’s 
Cigar Clippings became 
famous throughout the 
Midwest as both chewing and 
pipe tobacco. This product is 
still on the market today [i.e., 
in 1971]. The clippings were 
the remains of the tobacco not used in the manufacture of cigars.

The cigar maker was a true craftsman. He could tell by holding 
tobacco in his hand just how much should go into each type of 
cigar. The maker would get the right amount of filler and binder 
and place this in as mold. After it had been formed, he would 
carefully place it in the wrapper. The wrapper came in the shape 
of the tobacco leaf that it was. This was the expensive part of the 
cigar, and the wrapper leaves were kept moist. After the wrapper 
was sized to the cigar, it was fastened with a special paste made in 
Germany, and the cigar was “clipped” to the right size. The cigar 
was then placed in a container to cure before being ready for sale.

During the 1930’s Stadlers bought out the United Cigar 
Company store in Keokuk, which was located at 414 Main Street, 
present location of Barrick’s Jewelry Store. This outlet was operated 
until sometime in the 1950’s as Stadler’s No. 2. Early in the 1940’s 
the Stadler Company opened several other wholesale tobacco 
houses. These were located in Burlington, Iowa; Springfield and 
Quincy, Ill; and Kirksville and St. Joseph,  Mo. One line of products 
that few people remember Stadler’s carrying was the Edison 
phonograph. In the early days of the phonograph, the Stadlers were 
dealers for this product.

Stadler's beneath the Iowa 
Theatre marquee at 
414 Main Street, circa 1951.

http://www.hy-vee.com


 Card games at night
As has been previously mentioned, 

cigar stores served as a social club. 
Many men went to the cigar store every 
night to participate in old German 
card games. So seriously did the men 
take these games that they would hurry 
through their evening meal so they 
would be sure to get their “regular” 
chair at the card game.

J. G. Stadler continued to be active 
in the business until 1950, when he 
retired at the age of 81. He died shortly 
after, in 1951. Skip Stadler died in 1965. 
Although an invalid for the last several 
years of his life, he continued to be 
active in the business, doing his work at 
his home. Last August, Bud Stadler died. 
Bill and Louis Wolf, grandsons of John G. 
Stadler worked in the store as young boys, 
and Tower Stadler, son of Bud, also worked 
there when he was in school.

The sands of time continue to flow, 
and with the flow things change; eras 
end. An era will end in Keokuk when the 
Stadler Cigar Store at 624 Main Street 
soon closes the door on the last cigar 
maker’s headquarters.

15
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A Keokuk Business Fondly Remembered by its Tokens
In the latter part of the nineteenth century and throughout 
the first half of the twentieth century tokens fulfilled a 
significant role in Iowa's retail economy.  They were used 
by general stores in farming communities to pay for locally 
produced butter and eggs, thus guaranteeing that the seller 
would also be a customer.  They were frequently used by 
dairies, bakeries and taverns.  And they were used, almost 
inevitably, by cigar stores, at a time when a good 5¢ cigar 
was thought to be what this country really needed.

In Keokuk alone there may have been as many as a half a 
dozen cigar firms using tokens.  None were better known 
than John G. Stadler and the Stadler Cigar Company.  John 
G. Stadler started his first cigar shop at 814 Main Street 
around the turn of the century.  By 1910 he relocated to 822 
Main.  In the 1920s his sons joined him in the business, 
with shops at 414 and 624 Main Street.  The Stadler Cigar 
company continued to be at 624 Main Street, with as many 
as two branches elsewhere in town, into the 1960s.

  

Skip Stadler, in his latter years.



 

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

319-524-5055 or downtownkeokuk@iowatelecom.net

  

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

          Commissioned 
               by the Keokuk 
          Cultural and 
            Entertainment 
        District

Special
Edition 
Puzzles

$125

Passed Times and 
   Pastimes Editions

                      $75

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

mailto:downtownkeokuk@iowatelecom.net
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The Power Fest 100   —   June 28, 2013
 by Joy Wellington TIllis
I

The crowds were lined up to hop the trolleys across the
spillways. Hundreds crossed over on the long weekend,
designed to honor 100 years
of the Mississippi's harnessed power
and unharnessed majesty.
The river rolled over and over for them all,
then pondered, showed off its prowess with white peaks
by sliding rapidly in the wide allowance of its banks 
past the snowcones and funnel cakes on shore,
past the George M. Verity
and Burnham and Root's depot creation,
moving on, reflecting shadows from
a sudden Saturday afternoon dramatic storm that seemed
staged for onlookers, many who came from miles away.
Pelicans watched from the far shore;
old friends strolled the rocks and grassy Victory Park,
recognizing each other or not
with pleasure, as the air cleared and the fun resumed.

II

In the wind of the evening, then the breeze of the early morn 
down, down, it lapped ahead, rows of waves lined up;
perhaps saving its true meter, its intended cadence until it
met the Des Moines river and got out of town,
where they could make noisy fun
converging, a messy mazurka of sound and motion.

        © 2013
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I Am Moss
 by Valerie Gault Bowman

I am the moss of the flat gray rock
I am the ice on the pond in Rand Park
I am the goldfish swimming under the ice
I am the water flowing in the Mississippi
I am the barge floating on the river
I am the eagle resting in the bare oak tree
I am the squirrel racing for food
I am the buckeye in the spiney husk
I am the flowers standing in the Fall frost
I am the hobo opening a cheap bottle of wine
I am the girls telling stories on the bluffs
I am the whitecaps dancing in the wind
I am the other side of the river's green banks
I am the geodes scattered on the ground
I am the acorns hitting the crisp leaves
I am the lightning bugs blinking their secret code
I am the lilacs hanging, heavy with scent.

Laying On of Hands
 by Elaine Tweedy Foley

  (for Dr. J. Howe re 2009 parathyroidectomy)

As if in prayer, the bright white sanctuary quiets and,
entrusting him with everything she is, she sleeps.

Infinite power rests reverently in his palm.
The sure scalpel slices a path, scarlet springs to the surface.
Embracing the wonder of this body electric,
he strokes the virgin skin, fat layer, muscle.
Like a lover recognizing familiar landmarks
 —strap muscles, larynx, trachea, thyroid, jugular, nerves—
he caresses intimately life or death.
Pulsating, sensual exploration,
 feeling for the hidden engorged evil,
The poison piece is plucked away, cradled in his palm.

 More subtle searching, tactile probing....
Satisfied, Hippocrates threads the weeping tissues together,
silken sutures sealing in anonymous ache.

A thin white slash will whisper their intimacy.

A December Paradox by Rex Muston, 2013
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My Vermeer
 by Tom Gardner

For Erika, who has managed to resolve 
the question of private art vs. public art 
by creating art that people wear.

         I.
    

I grew up in a home where quarrels were 
commonplace and where each quarrel 

was typically followed by a long period of 
sullen silence.  My mother considered herself 
to be "artistic" and "spiritual," two words 
that invariably caused my father to roll his 
eyes and sneer.  The words he might use to 
describe himself were "practical," "straight-
forward" and "sensible."  All of these words 
appeared repeatedly in their quarrels.  It 
wasn't simply that they considered themselves 
paragons of their respective virtues, but that 
they were each convinced that the other was 
singularly lacking in them.

Each of my parents wanted what was 
best for me, but they had very different ideas 
regarding what would be best.  My mother 
wanted me to attend an Ivy League college 
and then enter into a career where "the life 
of the mind" featured prominently, perhaps 
as a college professor or a museum curator 
or something she called an "auteur."  My 
father wanted me to follow him into the 
construction business his father had founded.  
He thought I could get all the college I 
needed at my local community college, and that most everything I needed to know he could 
teach me himself. 

I did well in school, getting good grades and participating in a range of extra-curricular 
activities.  This pleased my mother and was acceptable to my father, so long as I also had 
time, mostly on the weekends and during the summer, to work for him at his construction 
firm.  This was acceptable to my mother because she figured I'd need the money I was 
making to pay for those important extras I'd want once I was in college.  My dad would 
sneer when she said this, but he paid me pretty well and I saved my money.

During my junior year in high school I started dating a girl that I thought was just 
about perfect for me at that time in my life.  She had a voluptuous figure and wore the 
kind of tight, form-fitting clothes that showed this figure off in a rather obvious way  And 
she belonged to the kind of evangelical church that, while they neither handled snakes nor 
rolled on the floor, still managed elicit polite disdain from my mother and rude scorn from 
my father.  With twenty or so years to reflect back on this time in my life, I can tell you now 
that my parents' displeasure was probably my biggest reason for dating Charlene, though 
the possibility that I might go to college not utterly lacking in sexual experience was a close 
second.

Yes, by this time I was sure I wanted to go to college, if only as a means of getting out of 
the house.  I was also sufficiently practical to realize that the college I'd be attending wasn't 
going to be Harvard or Yale or Princeton.  How many applications do these colleges receive 
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Dining in the District

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

Cultural Assets in the District

  1 • Estes Park
  2 • Gateway Park 
  3 • Grand Theatre
  4 • Katie John House
  5 • Keokuk Art Center
  6 • Keokuk Public Library
  7 • Lee Co. Historical 
 Society Museum
  8 • Plaza Cinemas
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Dining outside the District
• Angelini’s - 1006 Main St.
• Beef, Bread & Brew -
 2601 Main St.
• China Buffet - 1501 Main St.
• Chintz’s - 1310 Main St.
• Dr. Getwell’s - 11th & Main
• Fort Worth Cafe - 
 526 S. 5th St.
• Great Wall Star -
 1729 Main St.
• Hawkeye Restaurant -
 105 N. Park Drive
• Java River - 1000 Main St.
• Lala’s California Cookin’ -
 1314 Main St.
• Meyers Courtyard -
 629 Blondeau St.
• Ogo’s Restaurant -
 3753 Main St.

  Riverfront Legend 
A • Municipal Boat Ramp
B • Hubinger Landing
C • Southside Boat Club
D • Riverview Park
E • Keokuk Depot
F • Geo. M. Verity Riverboat Museum
G • Victory Park / Gen. Curtis statue
H • Observation Deck (100 yr old bridge)
I • Lock and Dam 19 20



January
       6  • Game On, January 6, 13, 20 & 27, 3:30 - 5 pm, 
   Round Room, Library
  • Free Movie Night, feature TBA, 6 pm, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Library,
   sponsored by the KPL Foundation
       8  • Wednesday Children's Story Hour,  
   January 8, 15, 22 & 29, 10 - 11 am, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Library
  • Wednesday Afternoon Movie, 
   January 8, 15, 22 & 29, 2:30 - 4 pm, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Library 
        • Dishing About Books discusses 
   Me Before You by JoHo Mores, 
   7:30 - 8:30 pm, lower level, 
   Keokuk Library
       9  • Thursday Children's Story Hour, 
   January 9, 16, 23 & 30, 10 - 11 am, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Library
     10  • Tri-State Quilters: Projects, 
   Munchies & Sewing, 9 am - 3 pm, 
   Art Center, lower level, Library
     11  • Unlimited Dance Winter Recital, 2 pm, 
   Grand Theatre
     14  • Photo Tour of Norway with Leroy and 
   Betty Wolfmeyer, 6:30 pm, 
   Round Room, Library
   • Keokuk Community Fine Arts 
   Council Meeting, 7 pm, 
   Art Center, lower level,  
   Library – open to the public  
     18  • 30th Bald Eagle Appreciation Days, all 
   day at the Riverfront and the Mall
  • Annual Woodcarvers Show, all day, 
   Baymont Inn
  • Dave Roth and Kirk Brandenberger, 
   sponsored by KCED, 7 pm, 
   Baymont Inn
     19  • 30th Bald Eagle Appreciation Days,
   all day at the Riverfront and 
   the Mall
  • Annual Woodcarvers Show, all day, 
   Baymont Inn
     21  • Tri-State Quilter's Guild meeting, 
   7 pm, Art Center, lower level, 
   Keokuk Library – share a 
   favorite quilt book or website  
     26  • Bridal Show, sponsored by the 
   Daily Gate City, Johnson 
   Schmidt Men's Wear, 
   the Colony Shop Bridal Loft, 
   and Nauvoo Villas and Condos,  
   noon - 3:30 pm at the Keokuk 
   Catholic Schools  
     28  • KCED Meeting, 5:30 pm, Baymont Inn
     30  • Open Computer Lab, 5:30 - 7:30 pm, 
   ICN Room, Keokuk LibraryCa
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Photo by Ernie Burchett
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February
       3  • Registration begins for Adult and Teen Winter Reading Programs, 
   Read books and earn chances to win a Kindle Fire HDX, programs run through 
   March 14th, Keokuk Library  
  • Game On, February 3, 10, 17 & 24, 3:30 - 5 pm, Round Room, Keokuk Library 
       5  • Wednesday Children's Story Hour,  February 5, 12, 19 & 26,
   10 - 11 am, Round Room, Keokuk Library
  • Wednesday Afternoon Movie, February 5, 12, 19 & 26, 2:30 - 4 pm, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Library        
        • Dishing About Books discusses The Book Thief  by Markus Zuzak, 
   7:30 - 8:30 pm, lower level, Keokuk Library
  • Bullis-Rutter Big Band, 8 - 10 pm, Hawkeye Restaurant
       6  • Thursday Children's Story Hour, February 6, 13, 20 & 27, 10 - 11 am, Keokuk Library 
     11  • Keokuk Community Fine Arts Council Meeting, 7 pm, Art Center, lower level,    
   Library. open to the public  
     13  • Free Movie Night, feature TBA, 6 pm, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Library, sponsored by the KPL Foundation
     14  • Tri-State Quilters: Projects, Munchies & Sewing, 9 am - 3 pm, 
   Art Center, lower level, Library
  • I Love You, You're Perfect, Now Change, 
   Great River Players Winter Show, 
   8 pm, Grand Theatre
     15   • I Love You, You're Perfect, Now Change, 
   Great River Players Winter Show, 
   8 pm, Grand Theatre
  • KHS Show Choir Power City Classic 
   Invitational, all day, 
   KHS Wright Fieldhouse
     16  • I Love You, You're Perfect, Now Change, 
   Great River Players Winter Show, 
   2 pm, Grand Theatre      
     18  • Tri-State Quilter's Guild meeting, 7 pm, 
   small meeting room, Keokuk Library -
   challenge: Finished UFO
     25  • KCED Meeting, 5:30 pm, Baymont Inn
     27  • Open Computer Lab, 5:30- 7:30 pm, 
   ICN Room, Keokuk Library

mailto:carole@courtyardbookstore.com
http://www.FCB-Keokuk.com


March
  3-23  • Annual High School Art Exhibition, sponsored by the 
   Keokuk Fine Arts Council, Round Room, Keokuk Library 
        3  • Game On, March 3, 10, 17, 24 & 31, 3:30 - 5 pm, 
   Round Room, Keokuk Library
        5  • Wednesday Children's Story Hour,  March 5, 12, 19 & 26,    
   10 - 11 am, Keokuk Library
  • Wednesday Afternoon Movie, March 5, 12, 19 & 26, 2:30 pm, Keokuk Library 
        • Dishing About Books discusses Call the Midwife by 
   Jennifer Worth, 7:30 - 8:30 pm, lower level, Keokuk Library
  • Bullis-Rutter Big Band, 8 - 10 pm,  Hawkeye Restaurant
       6  • Thursday Children's Story Hour, March 6, 13, 20 & 27, 10 - 11 am, 
   Keokuk Library 
      11  • Rudy Vallejo, Bald Eagle Dancer - dance and discussion of Native American 
   Culture to kick off the Big Read, 6 pm, Keokuk Library  
  • KHS Pops Concert, 7:30 pm, Grand Theatre 
      13  • Free Movie Night, feature TBA, 6 pm, Round Room, 
   Keokuk Library, sponsored by the KPL Foundation 
       • All City Band Festival, 7 pm, KHS Wright Fieldhouse
      14  • Tri-State Quilters: Projects, Munchies & Sewing, 
   9 am - 3 pm, Art Center, lower level, Library
  • Winter Reading Program Drawings, 4 pm, Library
  • Celtic Storm Irish Dance,  7 pm, Grand Theatre
      15 • Home and Leisure Show,  sponsored by the 
   Daily Gate City, time and location TBA   
      16  • Tim Britton & Pat Egan Irish Music, sponsored by 
   the Keokuk Concert Assoc., 3 pm, Grand Theatre
      18  • Tri-State Quilter's Guild meeting, 7 pm, Art Center, 
   lower level, Keokuk Library - bring strips of 
   fabric for a game of LRC
      23  • Reception and Prizes for the Annual H.S. Art Competition, 
   2 pm, Round Room, Library
      25  • KCED Meeting, 5:30 pm, Baymont Inn
  • KHS Jass and Chili, 6 pm, First Christian Church
      27  • Open Computer Lab,5:30- 7:30 pm, ICN Room, Keokuk Library
      29  • Keokuk Fine Arts Council Annual Dinner-Dance, time and place TBA

In order to add an event to this 
calendar, contact Dianne Stanley at 
mb450sl@msn.com.  Updates 
will be made semi-monthly.  To 
advertise in the Confluence, 
please contact Bill Vandersall at 
billjudyvan@gmail.com.  All 
ads should be approximately 
3 x 5 inches in size and may 
be either vertical or horizontal.  
The cost is $40 per ad.
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Britton & Egan — courtesy photo

mailto:billjudyvan@gmail.com
mailto:mb450sl@msn.com
http://www.vigenmemorialhome.com


from high school seniors who have distinguished themselves 
by getting good grades and by participating in extracurricular 
activities?  How many are from seniors in high schools in 
small Midwestern towns?  And how many of these fine 
applicants do they end up turning down?

Not worrying about getting into an Ivy League college left 
me with some additional time for my pursuit of Charlene—
and in so doing to scare the bejesus out of my parents.  For 
a while, back then, you could find me standing in church 
beside Charlene, singing hymns of praise and thanksgiving.  
Alone with her, I would confess 
my sinful thoughts, hoping 
that my presentation of these 
thoughts would make them 
sufficiently attractive for further 
exploration.  I even got invited 
to her home for Sunday dinner, 
where her parents looked upon 
me approvingly.  And then, as 
a final gesture of my devotion, 
I signed up with her to spend 
the summer at a church mission 
in Central America, helping build a road to a small village 
and, as it turned out, to upgrade the sanitation system in that 
village.  That's when my father began to think there might 
be an upside to my relationship with Charlene, though my 
mother remained perfectly appalled. 

It was late in May that Charlene finally confessed her 
great sin to me—and broke up with me, too.  It seems that I 
was the good boy, the safe and presentable boy, the boy she 
wanted her parents to see with her.  There was another boy, 
a much wilder and more dangerous boy, that she made sure 
neither her parents nor I ever saw.  He was the boy who got 
her pregnant.

Furthermore, Charlene's pregnancy was why she wouldn't 
be going to Central America with her church group.  My 
parents were greatly relieved when Charlene and I broke up, 
and I was more than a little embarrassed.  I realize now that 
the source of my embarrassment was the fact that she had 
been using me—with much greater success, I might add—
long before I ever got a chance to use her.  I also realized that 
my own sense of honor, such as it was, wouldn't let me back 
out of the Central America trip, even and especially after 
Charlene and Rodney announced their engagement less than 
a week after the dumping.  They got married shortly after I 
flew to Managua, so I didn't get to attend the wedding.

My mother was unhappy that I was still flying off to such 
a distant and dangerous place, but my father thought the trip 
would give me some useful, practical experience.  I doubted 
this, suspecting that the most advanced piece of equipment 
we would use would be a wheelbarrow, and that the small 
group made up of a few villagers and a few young people 
from my ex-girlfriend's denomination were as much there for 
prayer and photo ops as they were to get the road built.

In fact, for the first two or three days we did more head 
bowing and wheelbarrow pushing than anything else, but 
then the bulldozer arrived.  It was old and cranky, and I 
was the only one who knew how to run it.  Somehow my 

father had located this museum piece some fifty or so miles 
from the village, rented it and the flatbed truck it came on, 
and even managed to keep it regularly supplied with fuel.  
Within a week I had a dozen or more additional volunteers 
from the village and had worked out a timetable that 
resulted in a perfectly adequate road up to the village at 
least two weeks before our scheduled departure date.  That 
left us with enough time to also provide the village with a 
sanitation upgrade.

During my senior year in high school I applied to 
Iowa State University and to the University of Iowa, both 
acceptable extravagances according to my father, and, at 

my mother's insistence, I also 
applied to Harvard.  It turned 
out that Harvard, as I suspected, 
had more than enough 
applicants from small town high 
schools who had been involved 
with a number of extracurricular 
activities.  It did not, however, 
have that many applicants who 
had spent the summer leading 
a crew that built a road up the 
side of a Central American 

mountain.  Harvard valued diversity.  And so, to my father's 
great mortification, I was accepted for admission, and it was 
all his fault.

II.

Have you ever sought a goal for a really long time, only 
to realize when it was finally yours that it wasn't even a goal, 
but merely the means to a goal—and that you actually didn't 
know what that true goal was?  That was what going to 
Harvard was like for me.  My mother was ecstatic, and my 
father was no longer displeased, just puzzled by how he was 
going to get a Harvard graduate to go into business with him.  
But I was  utterly at a loss, unable to say what I was there to 
accomplish or what I wanted to do with my life.

This did not cause me to sit alone in my room, moping 
over my privileged predicament, feeling sorry for myself.  If 
anything, my social life began to take up too much of my 
time.  I soon acquired the kind of experience I'd hoped to 
share with Charlene, and on several occasions I found myself 
staggering back to my room well past midnight, swearing to 
myself that in the future I'd drink less and study more.

Indeed, it was one of those occasions that utterly and 
completely changed my life.

My circle of friends and social acquaintances had spread 
to well beyond the boundaries of Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
by this time.  Not only had I gotten to know some incredibly 
gifted—and privileged—classmates at Harvard and some 
awesomely smart students at MIT but an amazingly wide 
variety of college students at the well over a dozen colleges 
and universities in the Boston area.  The one thing they all 
had in common was that they were at a party when 
I met them.  The one way the were most likely 
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to differ from me was that they all knew what they wanted 
to do with their lives.  Some had life goals that were totally 
selfish, the pursuit of fortune or of fame while maintaining 
an unearned vast fortune, while others were so generous, so 
saintly or humanitarian in what they hoped to accomplish, 
that I knew I was in the presence of greatness.  I didn't meet 
so many of the latter.  I went to a lot of parties; they went to 
relatively few.  It seemed as if only I could say with complete 
candor, "I have no idea what I want to be when I grow up."

Anyway, the party that changed my life came together 
suddenly at midweek during the winter of my sophomore 
year.  The kid down the hall, rich and affable, a future 
politician, told me about it and offered to drive.  It was some 
place in Boston, down and across the Charles River, that 
much at least I remember, though the exact location...  Well, I 
couldn't have gotten to it the very next day, and now, twenty 
years later, I have no idea where in Boston we ended up.

This much I'm sure of, that the party was in a big old 
house, built at least a hundred years earlier and at that time 
divided up into at least a half a dozen small, oddly shaped 
apartments.  The apartment we went to was upstairs, at the 
end of a short hallway.  It was already crowded with forty 
or fifty people, many of whom had arrived an hour or more 
before we did, and all of whom had been drinking since they 
had arrived.  I felt a need to get caught up, and several of 
the others felt a need to get me caught up, so that within the 
next hour I realized I'd been drinking too much too fast, and 
slipped quietly back to the bedroom where we had all thrown 
our coats.  On the far side of the bed I tossed several of the 
coats into a higher pile and made a nest for myself from the 
rest.  I lay down and waited for my head to clear. 

I must have dozed off for a few minutes, not long, because 
I could still hear the party going full blast in the next room 
when I opened my eyes and realized that the next thing I had 
to do was take a leak.  There were two doors leading out of 
the bedroom, the door I came in and another, on the opposite 
wall.  That one, I figured, must lead to a bathroom.  It did 
not.  Instead, I found myself in a nearly dark hallway that led 
to a staircase, at the bottom of which I could see a dim light.  
This is so cool, I thought.  It must be the back stairs once 
used by servants.  By this time the need that had caused me 
to open the wrong door seemed to have gone away.  I decided 
to do a bit of exploring.  

The stairs went past two other doors, both back doors 
to neighboring apartments, and eventually led down to the 
building's basement.  One door had a pet door fit into it and, 
next to it, a kitty litter box that I kicked in the dark.  At the very 
bottom of the stairs it was completely dark, so I made my way 
slowly into a large basement room with one arm extended.  
Just as I found a string dangling from a light fixture in the 
ceiling, something brushed past my pant leg, and I nearly peed 
in my pants.  It was the cat from upstairs.  I sort of jumped 
back when this happened, simultaneously turning on the light 
and bumping into what felt like chain-link fencing.  I heard 
something soft plop to the floor.  It had fallen from some 
storage shelving that was up against a cage wall.

I looked around and saw that the entire basement 
had been divided into caged storage areas, one for each 

apartment.  Then I looked back into the cage I'd bumped up 
against and saw that what had fallen from the shelf and then 
partially unrolled on the floor was a painting.  I recognized 
this painting instantly, having just heard about it in this art 
appreciation class I was taking.

At 1:24 in the morning on March 18th, 1990, a couple of 
thieves disguised as police officers conned the guards at the 
Isabella Stewart Something-or-another Museum into letting 
them in while also getting them away from the alarm button.  
Both guards were handcuffed and secured with duct tape 
before the thieves proceeded to steal thirteen works of art.  I 
was looking at the most valuable of these stolen works of art, 
Johannes Vermeer's The Concert.  It is still today considered 
to be the most valuable unrecovered stolen painting, with an 
estimated value of over $200 million.  Isabella had bought 
the painting just a bit less than a hundred years before it was 
stolen for $5000.

After looking around for no more than two minutes, 
I found a tool box over by the building's furnace.  Five 
minutes later I held the painting in my hands.  At that point 
my thoughts were how best to turn the painting over to the 
authorities and then claim the reward for its safe return.  I 
had the presence of mind to realize that carrying the painting 
openly back up to the party could compromise either or both 
of these goals.  In fact, I might even be putting my life in 
danger.  The theft of these paintings had been undertaken by 
determined professional criminals.  Everyone in the building 
had been undoubtedly invited to the party.

Then I recalled that Jack, my politician friend from down 
the hall, had not locked his car when we arrived, so I slipped 
the loose roll into a garbage bag, went out the back door 
and around to the front of the building.  Jack's car was less 
than a hundred feet down the block. My parcel was just a 
bit more than two feet long, so it almost fit under the front 
seat on the passenger side.  If we picked up any additional 
riders for the trip back, I'd want to be sure to sit in the back, 
just behind the painting.

I was Jack's only passenger the ride back two hours 
later.  He remarked that I had become quieter as the 
evening progressed, and usually that worked the other way 
around.  I said that several of the people at the party were 
already making plans for spring break, typically on some 
tropical beach, but that I would have to go back to Iowa to 
help with my father's business. "Bummer!" Jack said.  And 
then I went back to quietly thinking about the Vermeer 
hidden under my seat.

I missed a lot of classes in the weeks leading up to spring 
break, my grades slipping from a mixture of A's and B's to 
what has been euphemistically referred to as a preponderance 
of "gentleman's C's."  I cashed in the round-trip airplane 
ticket my parents had sent me and bought a one-way bus 
ticket home.  I carried a backpack, heavy with a change of 
clothes, various toiletries and a couple of books.  My new 
hard-sided suitcase seemed to be empty, it weighed so little.  
During the two-day trip home I never let it out of my sight.

Once I had gotten back to the small southeastern Iowa 
town where I had grown up, I waited until my parents 
were both seated in the living room before making 
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my announcement.  Right up to that moment I had planned 
to tell them all about the Vermeer and then get their help in 
arranging for its return.  Instead, I said this:  "Dad, you were 
right.  While I know I can do college work, my heart isn't in 
it.  I'd like to stay here and go to work for you."  My mother 
burst into tears and ran back into their bedroom.  My father 
was pleased, I could easily see that, but concerned about my 
mother.  After a moment or two of questions, he also went 
back into their bedroom.  I could hear them talking for the 
next hour, neither of them speaking loud enough for me to 
hear their words.  Then my father came back out and told me 
that they had accepted my decision, but that they wanted me 
to finish the semester at Harvard.  It was already paid for, and 
besides, if I should change my 
mind later, it would be better if I 
had my first two years of college 
finished.

I agreed to go back to 
Harvard until June.  It would be 
less suspicious if I did so, and 
back there I might hear if any organized crime figures were 
angry because something valuable had been taken from them.  
I decided, too, that I'd be satisfied if my grades ended up no 
better than a mixture of B's and C's—and this decision gave 
me some extra time for study in the library.  I was learning as 
much as I could about seventeenth century Dutch artists.  I 
was no longer going to any parties. 

III.

My return home at the beginning of the summer marked 
the end of the first half of my life, and the start of the second 
half, a period of time without significant events or adventures.  
There were changes, but these changes took place slowly and 
lacked any memorable beginnings or ends.  I went to work 
for my father, a relationship that evolved into a partnership, 
and then, in time, I was running the business.  My father 
continued to receive his share of the proceeds and continued 
to be available if needed.  As I was running the business less 
aggressively than he did, this wasn't very often.

After living with my parents for a year or two, I moved 
into an apartment and then, sometime in the next two or 
three years I bought a somewhat dilapidated older house 
and began slowly fixing it up.  The furniture in my house 
remained unremarkable, mostly castoffs I got from my 
parents as they bought new furniture for themselves.  I 
did buy myself a state-of-the-art air handling system and a 
fairly high end sound system.  The place is comfortable and 
familiar, just the way I want it.

Meanwhile, my mother's disappointment in me was 
palpable.  Over time this grew and came to be shared by my 
father.  I guess I understand their disappointment, though it is 
also quite illogical.  I did go into business with my father, after 
all, and I am living "the life of the mind."  On the other hand, 
I am unmarried and have had no children.  These two facts 
are now the shared source of their disappointment.  There 
was an interval of several months about fifteen years ago 

when I lived in Chicago and took classes at the Art Institute, 
and this pleased my mother, at least, but I soon came back 
home to the partnership with my father.

Back in the earlier years of my being in business with 
my father, I dated quite a bit, but nothing came of those 
relationships, either.  If you start to share with a woman a 
long-term exclusive relationship, then sooner or later she's 
going to expect you to take her home—and maybe even to 
share your home with her.  I was more than a little pleased 
when the woman I was seeing asked me to spend the night 
at her place; I was even quite happy to take her to my 
parents' place, to meet the folks and have dinner with them.  
However, I was reluctant, to say the least, to invite her to 
spend any time in the house I had bought for myself and 

then fixed up "just the way I 
wanted it."  This is because there 
was one windowless room in 
that house that no one but I had 
ever entered, and I didn't want 
her getting the impression that I 
was some kind of Bluebeard.

It was in that room that I kept my Vermeer.  
Day by day I had been putting off the return of this 

painting.  Each day I found myself sitting and contemplating 
it, and at the end of each day I decided I wasn't ready yet to 
return it.  Finally, I decided that it was not unreasonable for 
me to be the person to take care of it for the rest of my life.

I am quite sure that the care I am giving it is as good as 
the care it might receive anywhere, even the care it got back 
at its museum in Boston.  No sunlight ever reaches it on 
the wall where it hangs, framed in a manner that is entirely 
consistent with the best practices for its preservation.  This 
is what I learned to do in Chicago.  The air in its room is 
maintained at a constant temperature and humidity; it is 
regularly scrubbed to remove harmful particulates and gases.  
Should any of these critical features fall outside of acceptable 
limits, a computer calls my cell phone to let me know.  I have 
a backup source of electrical power that a hospital might 
envy.  My security system is as good as you might find in a 
bank.  

Of course, I am the only one who sees my Vermeer.  In 
a museum it would be seen by thousands.  We don't know 
when he painted it, probably between 1663 and 1666, but we 
do know Vermeer died in his early forties, on December 15th, 
1675, leaving his wife and eleven surviving children with 
some considerable debt and perhaps a few paintings to help 
reduce or eliminate that debt.  Catharina, his wife, sought 
bankruptcy protection to keep her from being forced to sell 
these painting, which are thought to have been of her and 
their children.

The Concert first is mentioned in a public record in 
1696, when it was sold with nineteen other Vermeers by 
the widower of the daughter of the man who had been 
Vermeer's most devoted patron.  Then it disappeared until 
1780, when it was again sold at auction.  Sales in 1804, 
1835, 1860, 1869 and 1892 followed, the one in 1892 being 
the one where it sold to Isabella Stewart Oh-What-The-
Heck-Is-Her-Married-Name.  She kept it in her 
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home until her museum opened in 1903, and even then, she 
maintained an apartment on the fourth floor of the museum 
until her death in 1924.  Thus, throughout most of the 350 
years of this painting's existence it has been privately owned 
and displayed.  I am merely extending its private ownership 
through an additional few decades before returning it to its 
more recent role as a piece of public art.

Furthermore, both its subject matter and the 
circumstances of Vermeer's life make it clear that he intended 
The Concert to be a piece of private art.  It depicts just three 
musicians, a young woman sitting at a harpsichord, a man 
playing a lute, and a woman who is singing.  They are nicely 
dressed and gathered together in the music room of an upper 
middle-class house.  Both the music they are performing and 
the paintings on the wall behind them suggest an appreciation 
for that which is beautiful and can only be easily available 
to those whose prosperity has given them a measure of 
security.  They are a part of the haute bourgeoisie; they are 
also my people.

I have left a sealed envelope with my attorney, which is to 
be opened immediately upon the occasion of my death.  In 
it there is a letter disclosing what I have been keeping hidden 
from the world since the early 1990s.  I ask her to arrange 
for its safe return to its museum in Boston and request that, 
should she be able still to put in a claim for the reward that 
has been offered for this painting, the reward be given to the 
small town in the southeastern corner of Iowa where I have 
lived and worked nearly all my life.

For nearly all of my adult life it has been my daily practice 
to spend a part of each evening in my house's windowless 
room contemplating the great work of art that has been 
entrusted to me.  I do this after spending the day supervising 

the work of the employees of the construction firm my 
grandfather founded.  In this daily routine I honor my father 
and my mother.

Lately, however, my contemplation of the painting has 
been less aesthetic and more broadly philosophical.  I find 
myself wondering if the distinction I make between the public 
and private spheres is, just possibly, rationalization.  Perhaps 
all of us, no matter how sincerely we make our claims to be 
private citizens, have undeniable public obligations.  I have 
even caught myself wondering if I have ever really owned my 
Vermeer—or if it has owned me.

Just last week I ran into Charlene at the grocery store.  
She had moved to Texas before I returned to Iowa.   She had 
kept her good looks but seemed a bit slower to smile or to 
laugh.  She told me all about her life since I had seen her last, 
that she had gone back to school after her daughter started 
school and that she had taken seven years to get her degree 
and her certification as an elementary school teacher.  Then, 
when Jenny (her daughter) was fifteen she and Rodney got 
divorced.  Three years later, Jenny told her she wanted to be 
an engineer, and they decided to move to Iowa, Jenny to go to 
college at Iowa State in Ames, while she moved back home.

"I've been living here for over two years now," Charlene 
said, "and this is the first time our paths have crossed.  You 
must not get out much any more."  I agreed that this was so, 
and caught her up on my last twenty or so years.  It didn't 
take long.  Then she looked at me, her smile tremulous and 
her voice just a little bit husky.

"I was such a fool back then," she said, resting her hand on 
my forearm.

I said, "Oh, Charlene, we all make mistakes.  Sometimes, I 
guess, we just have to learn to live with them."
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