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Re-discovering My Childhood 

 

 During the summer of 2004 I visited my old hometown of Elkader, Iowa. It is a small 

community of 1,465 citizens located in northeastern Iowa about twenty minutes from the 

Mississippi River. Elkader is the county seat of Clayton County and that fact alone makes it 

a little more important than many small Iowa farming communities. Rural farming towns in 

the area are generally small. Some are progressive and vibrant; others are not because they 

have no major industrial base or plan for growth. Young people move away in search of 

jobs. And some communities just plain donôt want to grow...and so they ultimately grow 

smaller and smaller. I had no idea whether Elkader was the former or the latter. For me,  

Elkader was a town filled with childhood memories and nostalgia of my youth. I was only 

five when my family moved to Elkader and ten when they moved out west to California. But 

I remembered the town as being friendly and compassionate. I knew the town and itsô people 

were a living connection to my childhood. 

  My father, Adrian Gamble had been Iowa Stateôs Extension and Farm Bureau  

Director for Clayton County. They called him a ñcounty agent.ò I had been born in  

Postville in 1943 and had lived a short time in New Hampton before moving to Elkader in 

1948. Five short years later we moved to Modesto, California. But during the time I was 

there, I explored every nook and cranny of that town. For five glorious years, Elkader was 

my world to explore, discover, and learn about frogs, marbles, popsicles, steam locomotives 

and life in general. 

 I hadnôt been back to Iowa very often since leaving as a child. Many of my Iowa  

relatives were gone. Those who were still living were far removed both physically and  

mentally from my adult life in California. After attending Elkaderôs Central School,  

kindergarten-third grade, I had been educated in California schools. After graduation, my 

wife and I lived in Madrid, Spain, then returned stateside teaching seven years as a college 

professor in Michigan and New Mexico. Since 1982 had become a business executive. Now, 

at the ripe old age of 63 I was about to sell my business, limit my part-time college teaching 

and was looking forward to retirement. Visiting Iowa in the summer of 2004 was a passing 

fancy at best and a brief chance to re-discover a part of my youth. I think that is what      

happens when you grow old. You want to go back to another time and place. I had very fond 

memories of living in this small community with my family. My parents had both passed 

away years ago, but the memories remained. I really wasnôt sure why I was being pulled 

back to Elkader, but I was. It was a strange attraction after so many years, but I went with 

the flow.  

 I visited the places where my parents had once lived. My dadôs family had moved to 

Story County from Indiana in 1856. They had farmed successfully for three generations 

around Maxwell, Iowa. Then the depression struck and the land was lost. We used to drive to 

Maxwell to see where the farms had been, to lay flowers in the cemetery and visit those  

relatives still living. My mother's family had farmed around Vinton and Urbana. They too 

lost their farm and never quite recovered from the financial disaster that gripped so many 

farmers in the early thirties.                        2 

  



 As I drove into these northeastern Iowa towns in 2004, those memories filled my 

mind. My thoughts were good thoughts of when my dad would take me on his business 

trips. He drove down country roads to 

visit farmers or into towns that were not 

much more than a general store, a few 

houses, and a majestic church with  

steeple. I used to imagine the sacrifices                              

the townspeople must have made to 

construct such magnificent tributes to 

their faith.  

 Now, fifty years later, many of 

those towns were nothing more than 

ghost towns. Yet as I drove the  

highways and country roads, after all 

those years, I would still feel a sense of  

familiarity. Landmarks would loom in  

my consciousness such as bridges over  

rivers, stores along a main street or the 

name of a farmer on a rural mail box.  

I remember this place or that and I 

would recall distant images of being 

there as a child.  

 In Elkader there is a pipe railing 

along the sidewalk on Bridge Street  

adjacent to the Central State Bank  

building. I used to rub my hands along it after crossing the bridge. It is still there and 

even today, I canôt cross the bridge without running my hands along that same pipe. 

Strange what kids do and what they remember after over 60 years.  

When I first arrived in Elkader in 

2004, my senses rekindled the past                                             

in many ways. The taste of fresh 

bread or ñlong johnsò from  

Pedrettiôs Bakery along main street; 

the sound of the bell atop the 

County Court house tolling the 

hour; the noon day siren; the sight 

looking up the river from ñlittle 

damò toward the keystone bridge, 

the smell of the Turkey River and 

the Sunday morning bells nearby 

calling the community to worship at  

St. Josephs; all of these sensory sensations were indelibly etched in my mind.  
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 We lived on Mulberry Street where Dave Beck lives today. That was the house 

where I hid my B-B gun purchased from Dee Walkeôs Hardware and placed it in the  

attic under the floorboards so my parents wouldn't find out. My mother would say, as 

all mothers are want to say, ñyouôll shoot your eye out.ò Challenging and sometimes 

circumventing ñauthorityò is a flaw in my personality that haunts me even today. My 

parents found out years later of my fiasco and thought it somewhat humorous. But I 

knew my dad would have canned me at the time. I reclaimed it years later when I was 

grown. The owners of the house were nice enough to give it back to me. I still have my 

trusty, and now rusty Daisy Red Ryder BB gun.  

 That house on Mulberry Street was where, on a cold, cold day in 1949, when it 

was 40 degrees below zero outside and the winds were blowing as only Iowa winds 

can, I inadvertently pinched the fur of my dog Toby and he bit my lip open. Old Doc 

Hummel told my mother to put a band aid on it and ñbring him down to the office when 

it warms up.ò I never did get it stitched up and a mustache covers that scar today. Our 

home sided to the back of Gust Olsonôs house on Second Street where Ed Olsonôs 

mother, Ada would invite me for cookies and milk...enticing me not to allow my dog 

Toby to chase her cats! It usually worked.  

 So it was indeed a fateful day in the summer of 2004, while reminiscing these 

memories that I walked along Front Street. I stopped to look at the pictures of real  

estate at Voss Realty. I was shocked at the prices. They seemed so low compared to 

California...but I guessed relative for each economy. The business climate was different 

in Iowa. With so many of the family owned farms now corporate entities, the local 

families I had known and who had farmed for generations were now out of farming or 

moved away. It seemed there were not enough 

large anchor employers to grow the economy of 

Elkader. The population was nearly the same as 

it had been in 1907. Not only was it slow 

growth; in some instances many Iowa commu-

nities had no growth or reverse trends. Some 

small communities were nothing more than  

relics of the past. But Elkader seemed to have  

something going for it. Perhaps it was John  

Patrick Moynaôs E-Ject Systems fabrication 

plant; or Adam Pollockôs Fire Farm lightning 

company. Maybe it was the quaint bridge; the 

historic designations and museums or the  

renovated Opera House and theatre; possibly 

the hospital or school system or just maybe it was the attitude of people who called it 

ñhome.ò Whatever it was, it appealed to me. So just for the ñfun of it, I inquired about a 

home listed for $25,000. I stopped in and asked Myra Voss to show it to me.  
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 Myra and I set out to explore the old brick home. When I first saw 205 

West Bridge, I could see nothing but work and a large investment of time and 

money. Nothing functioned in it and the years had taken a toll on this once  

beautiful house. At the time I had little money and no time. So I declined to make 

an offer and forgot about having a vacation home in Elkader. I later learned the 

home had been sold and it was taken off the market. I immersed myself in my 

broadcasting work with the hopes that 

someday soon I would sell my  

business interests and retire. I had 

been managing the business for nearly 

twenty five years and it was beginning 

to effect my health. Soon after, I did 

indeed sell the radio stations and my 

health and outlook immediately  

improved!   

 In the early winter of 2005  

I, quite by chance, looked at the Voss 

Realty site on the internet. Sure 

enough, there was ñmyò Bridge Street 

home listed at $25,000éñas is.ò  

Without consulting with my wife, I 

decided to have some fun by making 

an offer on the internet (ñthey would never acceptò). I offered the sellers $15,000. 

in cash. ñNo,ò the sellers said, but dropped the asking price to $22,500. I raised to 

$18,000. and they countered with 

$20,000. I was ready to walk, but gave 

them a final offer of $19,000. and  

prepared to leave the bidding. They  

Accepted! Oh no!!  

 You remember my neglecting to 

tell my parents about the BB gun years 

earlier? Now I needed to break ñthe 

good newsò to my wife whom I had   

neglected to bring into the negotiations. 

That took nearly a week...finding the 

right time, the right way. I learned there 

is never really a ñright timeò or ñright 

way.ò She had just had surgery on her 

eyes. The skin around the eye was pitch 

black and blue. The whites were        

actually red with off white areas high-

lighted by strange yellow lines!      
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She looked akin to a Kabuki warrior and Iôm afraid I was about to be her next victim. 

I started the conversation with ñguess what? I had the funniest experience bidding for 

Iowa real estate on the internet.ò That was when her eyes began to narrow and she 

said, ñyou did what, where?ò Then, as I explained, her eyes grew larger becoming 

more black and blue, more red with much more of that strange yellow hue. Iôm sure 

Mount Saint Helens was serene before she blew. Remembering the aftermath of that 

explosion, I hastily prepared to leave and mumbled, ñOK...so I guess youôre as      

excited as I am about my Iowa purchase eh? Weôll talk more about it when I get 

home tonight. Isnôt that exciting news though? See ya later!ò I ran for the door.        

 

Getting Down to Work 

 

 The close of escrow came in March of 2005. 

I flew back to Iowa and delivered the check to 

Myraôs office in person. I also had a chance to meet 

the sellers: Jim Foxwell and John Cairns. They 

filled me in on their original plans to renovate the 

home, but then decided to put it back on the market 

and renovate two other properties they had  

purchased in the neighboring town of Elgin. I knew 

ñourò new Iowa home needed work and lots of it; 

after all I had purchased the home ñas is.ò I wanted 

to learn what it took to completely restore a home 

to itsô original condition. Perhaps I could learn 

enough to help my son and his wife who live in 

Santa Monica, California find a home to renovate.  

And so with little fanfare, I began to formulate my plans. In a town of 1,635 people, 

word traveled fast. ñThat crazy guy from California is going to try and restore that 

old eyesore.ò Itôs hard to keep a secret in a small community. At the time I was not 

aware of the little houseôs close call 

with itsô  imminent demise. The 

cityôs Planning Board had come 

very close re-zoning the land from  

residential to commercial thus  

losing this historic home in the 

process. Reasonable minds 

 prevailed. So in my naivety, I 

jumped into the process of  restora-

tion with hammer in hand and  

visions of sugar plums dancing in 

my head. This restoration stuff was 

going to be a snap!                                  
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 On a cold and dreary Tuesday morning in March of 2005 I closed escrow, got 

the keys and unlocked the front door to take a closer look at what I had purchased. 

There was a dead mouse on the stairway to greet me. The downstairs oak floors were 

warped from water draining into the house from the roof. The plumbing didn't work; 

the electrical lines were original  turn-of-the-

century wiring and I was advised not to turn 

on any circuit breakers; windows were      

broken; doors were split; the basement pipes 

were cracked, the heater didn't heat and the 

radiators didn't radiate. Wallpaper hung from 

the ceilings and the listing kitchen floor      

created vertigo. The rooms were ice cold and 

I could see my breath as I walked from room 

to room. It was somewhat like Dr. Zhivago in 

the country cottage winter scene. However, 

much less romantic. Yet, I didn't see the home 

as it was; I saw the home as it could be and as 

it had once been. I knew the restoration job 

would be a major investment of time and 

money. But I was determined to accept the 

challenge beginning in earnest during the 

summer of 2005.  

 I arrived in June and rented an  apartment 

over the local Subway sandwich shop along the 

downtown main street. Lee and Diane Akin 

were my landlords. They had just completed  

restoring the old Elkader Theatre. They also 

owned several other buildings in Elkader and 

had renovated them as well. We talked a lot 

about who could do such and such job and what 

kinds of costs might be incurred. Though there 

are many dedicated and qualified people from 

whom to select, I ended up hiring Steve Bena 

and crew for demolition and construction; Karl 

Knospe for concrete and stone work; Harley 

Reichert for plumbing; Lyle Gregarson for   

electrical; Gary Willie for finished woodwork 

and Dan Beck for painting. These companies 

and their employees became the core of my   

restoration team.                                            7                                                                           



      Phase One was grueling. Out of the 

eight weeks in the summer of 2005, five of 

them were dedicated to removing ñstuff.ò Bin 

after bin was removed from the ally. Rotted 

wood, warped flooring, plaster and lathe; I 

couldnôt believe I was having fun. It seemed 

like such hard work!! Dirt, dust and cobwebs. 

I thought it would never end.                                                         

 I was delighted to discover the ñbonesò 

and foundation of the house were actually in 

quite good condition. The bricks were sturdy 

and the walls were straight. The basement 

was dry and the limestone foundation was 

stable and sound for itsô age. We estimated 

the house to have been built between 1897 

(assessorôs office) and as late as 1913 

(insurance maps); about one hundred years 

ago. Because of itsô age, we basically stripped 

the house down and started all over. United 

Building Center was contracted to replace the 

roof. Most interior doors had to be replaced, but were saved in the basement. After 

twelve weeks in Iowa, I returned to California 

to teach part-time at our local community     

college. I was tired, but confident that the       

restoration job was progressing nicely.                                                                                                            

 I came back to work during the winter of 

2006 on Phase Two (the upstairs) and again in 

the summer of 2006 for Phase Three (the down-

stairs). When the summer days became too hot 

to work, I would research the history of the 

home. I studied old newspapers at the library on 

Front street or on Thursdays would look at    

photographs at the Elkader Historical Societyôs 

ñCarter House Museum.ò By doing so, I learned 

much about the community, the cityôs rich     

history and the home. It is so interesting and  

informative to learn about Elkaderôs early        

pioneers.   
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