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The past, the present and the future 
are really one: they are today. 

τ Harriet Beecher Stowe 

We shall not cease from exploration, 

and the end of all our exploring will be 

to arrive where we started and 

know the place for the first time. 

τ T.S. Eliot 
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and the joy will burn out the pain. 

τ Joseph Campbell 
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Prologue 

 

 

 

my paternal grandmother, Charlotte (Juhl) Luick, in her living room 

On the first of October 1962, Groucho Marx introduced Iowa-born Johnny Carson on national 
television. In turn, Carson welcomed Joan Crawford and Rudy Vallee, Tony Bennett, Tom Pedi, and the 
all-male African-American trio, the Phoenix Singers, as his first guestsτand therewith took over hosting 
the Tonight Show for the next thirty years. 

His opening monologue would become a staple of the nightly show with jokes lampooning the 
newsmakers of the day. One wonders what that first monologue, now lost, included. Did he mention 
that earlier that day, in strife-torn Mississippi, James Meredith had enrolled at all-white άOle Missέ as 
the first student of color, escorted by a small army of U.S. marshals? Or that his first classτfittingly, 
Colonial Historyτwas boycotted by more than a third of his registered class members due to the hue of 
their unwelcome classmateΩs skin? 

Did Carson note that four Soviet Foxtrot submarines, armed with nuclear torpedoes, had departed 
bases in arctic Russia? Or that they were headed for the Caribbean in anticipation of a Soviet 
confrontation with the U.S. over the deployment of missiles in Cuba? If so, did Carson imagine that the 
world was about to stare all-out global destruction in the faceτthen escape it by a margin of hours? 
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A few days laterτless explosively but leaving lasting ripples nonethelessτDr. No, the first James 
Bond film, premièred in British cinemas, and the Beatles released their first single, Love Me Do. Also in 
October 1962: the U.S. suffered its first helicopter fatalities in Vietnam; China and India stumbled into 
war over their contested shared border; and, the reformist Second Vatican Council opened in Rome. In 
the jungles of Panama the Bridge of the Americas opened, uniting North and South America by land for 
the first time; the hold-no-punches play WhoΩs Afraid of Virginia Woolf opened on Broadway; and, 
Hurricane Daisy pounded the coast of innocent Nova Scotia. 

Closer to home, in Belmond, Iowa, Uncle Henry LuickΩs 73-year-old jaw continued to heal after a 20-
something hitchhiker had broken it the previous July. Dena (Kramer) Riggins and her husband, Robert, 
opened the Sahara Supper Club alongside Highway 65, near Sheffieldτthe future site of my future uncle 
Bob JonesΩ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ ƭƛŦŜ, which would fan my future !ǳƴǘ [ƻǊǊŀƛƴŜΩǎ decades-long misery. Also in October 
1962, Lorraine (Luick) JonesΩ defiant kid sister, 18-year-old Sheranne Luickτwho had just started 
learning about building beauty at La James School of Cosmetology in Mason Cityτwas preparing to slip 
across the Minnesota border to secretly marry a fellow minor of whom her parents did not approve.  

On the quieter maternal side of my extensive family, my grandparents, Elmer and Erma (Falcon) 
Thrams, were preparing to turn over Ashlawn FarmΩs operation to my young parents as of the New Year. 
And, Mom was in her eighth month of pregnancy with her third childτme. (Had Kennedy and 
Khrushchev not backed down, last-minute, from the brink of nuclear holocaust, I wouldnΩt be writing 
this now. And, you wouldnΩt be reading itΥ ¸ƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀƭƛǾŜ today, either.) 

Meanwhile, Aunt Della (Moorehead) Hughes True had been released after serving eighteen years in 
the Minnesota Reformatory for Women in Shakopee for two murders and was living per probation with 
her recently divorced (and about to divorce again) daughter, Beverly, in Florida. And, DellaΩs niece, my 
paternal grandmother Charlotte (Juhl) Luickτwho grew up with Della in the same householdτwas 
wearing sunglasses in her farmhouseΩs dimly lit living room. The picture shows her standing at the 
bottom of plank stairs IΩd dream about for years as a child. They formed the structural core of a house 
that harbored scenes of crimes of the heart, not to mention at least one clearly codified in law books.  
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When I study the photo of blindered Gramma now, after recent revelations of banal evils that my 
childhood self never could have imagined having happened in our family, I can only conclude that poor 
άLittle Lottieέ was doing her best to block out that which she could not bear to look at in the face. She 
could not endure what was right in front of her, would not go away, and was crushing her to her core.  

ñññ 



8 

I was three and a half years old when my paternal grandfather, Donald George Luick, dropped dead 
of a heart attack on ThorntonΩs Main Street while eating an ice cream cone. It was a temperate, early-
summer Iowa evening, Friday, 8 July 1966. He was 54 years old. 

Over the almost half century since, I assumed that my few memories of Grampa Luick reflected more 
my own agenda-packed projections than any shreds of reality, given my immature age when he died. In 
the course of exploring the roots of my fatherΩs family, however, I recently uncovered (at age 51) just a 
few of its many secrets and lies. Though I didnΩt know the truth then, I feel vindicated now, that 
although a little tyke at the time I had accurately read our patriarchΩs aura. 

 

Grampa Luick entering the corn crib ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ŀƴŘ DǊŀƳƳŀΩǎ ŦŀǊƳ 

Still today, I can vividly recall that mysterious, speechless man floating along the shadowy, linoleum-
floored living room of my Luick grandparentsΩ farmhouse. That memory is triply uncomfortable to me. 
First, I feel a cool shudder go up my spine when I recall his image. Second, its implications are such sad 
ones. And, third, recalling it casts a gloomy pall over me. 

As my familyΩs self-appointed historian, I pride myself on recalling past events or settings factually, 
and on heroically refraining from editing themτpositively or negativelyτto suit my own needs or 
intentions. In this case, however, all indications are (and five older relatives have vouched for the 
accuracy of my recollections) that my child intuitionτa sense that something murky and deeply 
disturbing happened in that house involving Donald, Charlotte & Co.τwas spot on. 

I now know this because revelations in numerous recent phone interviews or emails with Jones 
cousinsτmy deceased fatherΩs niecesτjibe with my own experiences. My cousin Barbara was born ten 
years, one month and eighteen days before me; her younger sister, Peggy, six years, ten months and 
nineteen days. When I forwarded to them the photo of Charlotte playing stationary hide-and-seek with 
troubling spirits in her austerely furnished living room, Jeanette (their kid sister, born in 1963, some 
eight months after me) responded 

Thanks! [Upon seeing this image] I could feel the cool linoleum, and even smell her house! I didnΩt think I 
remembered the farm that well, but I knew the spot instantly. 
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In turn, her older sister, Peggy, emailed back 

I also remember the exact spot and remember the house like the back of my hand. Over the years I would 
dream I was in the house. I could write a book about that house. Just about the house. 

Peggy later clarified, in greater detail, what the repetitive images that visited her entailed: 

In my dreams, I would be driving out on those crazy Iowa gravel roads; lost and looking for grandma's 
farm. I would find the farm and be safe[.] I do remember feeling a bit scared standing at the base of the 
stairs looking up. I can't remember anything bad happening, but because of the turn in the stairs, you 
couldn't see all the way up. My [awake-state] memories collide with my dream memories so it is difficult 
to keep the 2 separated.  

 

Struck that two of us Luick-Juhl grandkids should have recurring dreams about that house, and 
specifically that broken stairway, I wondered what personality or event that once was in it haunted us, 
years later. So, during a phone date with their older sister, I casually asked Barbara ifτas opposed to 
meτshe could remember the sound of Grampa LuickΩs voice. Assuming she did, as she was a maturing 
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thirteen and a half rather than three and a half like me at the time of DonaldΩs death at 54, she 
surprised me no small bit when she said άWell, noτnow that I think about it, I donΩt.έ 

Soon after that puzzling disclosure I dialed my two siblingsτDebbie, seven years older than me, and 
David, fourτand found, again, that neither could recall the sound of our paternal grandfatherΩs voice. 
άOkayέ thought I, άso, like, were we grandkids out ta lunch or sompthinΩ back then?έ 

 

David and Debbie Luick with our cousin Barbara Jones (top, center) playing dress-up, summer 1962 

When, however, I asked Gary Luickτ5ƻƴŀƭŘΩǎ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǎǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ Ŏƻǳǎƛƴτif he could remember my 
ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǾƻƛŎŜΣ ά²Ŝƭƭέ ƘŜ responded ǎƭƻǿƭȅΣ άL ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƻƴΩǘΦέ ! ŦŜǿ ǿŜŜƪǎ ǎƘȅ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǘǿŜƴǘȅ-second 
ōƛǊǘƘŘŀȅ ǿƘŜƴ 5ƻƴŀƭŘ ŘƛŜŘΣ DŀǊȅ ŀŘŘŜŘ ά/ŀƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ L ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ Ƙƛm ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎΦέ 

By now both puzzled yet excited by the prospect that my childhood nightmares might have had 
something to do with the world around me than with any agitated demons inside me, I contacted my 
Gramma LuickΩs half-sisterΩs (CleoΩs) daughter, Janet, whose parents were with my grandparents when 
Grampa died. She swiftly confirmed my suspicion. As she carefully put it, άI didnΩt have anything against 
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Donald, but whenever my folks would take me with them to visit MomΩs half-sister, Charlotte, I always 
had a bad, dark feelingτas if there was something not right about that man.έ 
άReally?έ I grilled, pretending to be neutral, even disinterested. 
άOhέ Janet didnΩt waver, άyes! There was no warmth, no sense that he had any time for me.έ 
At that point the trans-Atlantic phone connection between Dresden, Germany, and Northwood, 

Iowa, seemed to go dead. άJan?έ I called out, thinking IΩd lost her. 
άOh, IΩm hereέ she shot back. άI was just asking myself if IΩm thinking now that was how I felt then, or 

if thatΩs how I really felt at the time.έ 
άAndέ I prodded, άwhatΩd ya come up with?έ 
άNoέ Jan said, άthatΩs the unconscious feeling I really had.έ 
άCan you recall the sound of DonaldΩs voice, Jan?έ I inquired further. 
For a heavy moment the line again fell silent. Finally, she added άYou know, I canΩt honestly recall 

that I ever heard your grandfather speak.έ 

 

mysterious Donald George Luick 

 άReally?έ I marveled, given that Jan was another seven years older than cousin Barbara, who was 
already considerably more aware than me at the time the man left our midst. 
άNow Charlotte, she was always talkinΩτbut Donaldέ I could hear Jan wag her head by the slight 

swing in her voice, άhe was a man of few, if any, words.έ 
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Gramma and Mom serving Christmas dinner, 1958; (top) Gary Luick, 1962; (below) Janet Gullickson, 1965 

My grandmotherΩs voice I, too, remember well. 

ñññ 

When I was but a boy, Gramma Luick used to sit me down next to her on the worn-velvet, oak-leaf-
green sofa and talk withτor at least, toτme. WeΩd άchatέτor at least, sheΩd expoundτabout 
everything and nothing for endless hours. By nature verbal and curious myself, I found it fun to listen to 
GrammaΩs cute stories and silly notions, of things or times long lost, of her working άfor a dime an hour 
during the Depressionέ at stores along RockwellΩs long Main Street, of being valedictorian of her άclass 
oΩ Ψ31έ or of άdrivinΩ the tractor through the cornfields, lookinΩ for lost cows.έ 

As tactilely hungry as anyone, I enjoyed her scooping me up next to her, squeezing my smooth little 
body against her shrunken, diminutive frame. While relaying serial, seamless stories sheΩd scrunch up 
her face, purse her lips, wiggle her nose, then flutter and roll her eyes while rocking her head back and 
forthτlike Charlie Chaplain playing a Hindu dancer. Gramma would mimic the characters she was 
describing and even act outτat least from the waist up, hands flyingτthe action she was conveying. 
Who needed to turn on the tellie when Granny was around? 
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Greg Styles (2) with his Great-Gramma Luick, 1996 

At the same time, something felt subtly yet stubbornly wrong. On some long weekends or short 
weeks, IΩd stay in that empty farmhouse with her, snippy Tammyτthe short-tempered Shetland Collie 
that served as lone sentinel over the farmyardτand Susan, the glossy black cat that kept watch for 
rodents in the barn. When I awoke, IΩd pad down the stairs, slink past the dining room buffet to the 
kitchen door and find Charlotte standing at the kitchen-sink window, holding court with herself. 
Perplexed by her incessant whispering to unseen entities, IΩd slowly approach her and quietly ask άWho 
ya talkinΩ with, Gramma?έ to which sheΩd reply άOh, no one in particΩlar.έ 
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Dad was always sure to invite his widowed mother to join our innumerable horse-hunting trips, 
combing the Upper Midwest for replacement mares or a new stud. If Gramma noticed me noticing her 
staring out the window, muttering to herself in the backseat as we crisscrossed the American Heartland, 
she didnΩt seem to mind blatantly betraying her own odd self-talk. When she wasnΩt clasping my little-
kidΩs hand, she was fingering the dusty Kleenex she always had crammed into her formless pocket or 
trap-like purse, wadding it, then unfolding and re-wadding it until that harassed piece of paper tissue 
disintegrated into a puff of powder. I wondered, all the while, who she was talking withτand why. 

I couldτand didτoverlook my paternal grandmotherΩs quirky habits, but had a much harder time 
forgiving feeling interchangeable. When I was with her I felt like the center of her compact universeτ
but likely so did the score of other kids I later found sheΩd άborrowέ from their willing parents. I knew 
that my siblings took turns άstayinΩ with Grammaέ so wasnΩt surprised when, for one, cousin Barbara 
reported going on the same grocery runs to Mabbs on ThorntonΩs Main Street with Charlotte, eating the 
same cylindrical, orange-sherbet pop-ups, feeding dripping wash through the same clanking wringer in 
the basement or άhelpingέ mow the lawn surrounding the asbestos-clad house. What gave me pause 
was when I found out that Jan Jacobsen, Grampa DonaldΩs sister VoralΩs youngest of three, also άkept 
Charlotte company out on the farmέ for stints at a time. That Gramma also άspent timeέ with her half-
sister Cleo Juhl Gullickson, /ƭŜƻΩǎ husband Don and their young daughter, Janet, far afield from 
Thornton, in Northwood, took me aback, as that didnΩt fit her oft-repeated narrative άI had no siblings.έ 
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(l. to r.) Delbert, Cleo & Charlotte Juhl, circa 1918; Helen (Juhl) Johnson, Bertha (Hadsall) Juhl, Cleo (Juhl) 
Gullickson, Charlotte (Juhl) Luick, Hazel (Juhl) Troe & Edna (Juhl) Hanson; .ŜǊǘƘŀΩǎ урthbirthday, April 1978 

When I asked Momτnow herself a grandmother of fiveτabout her mother-in-lawΩs revolving roster 
of juvenile guests, Phyllis didnΩt hesitate before rejoining 

Oh, the woman hated being alone. SheΩd Ψstop byΩ on the way from Mason or The Lake on her way back to 
Thornton, then sit around anΩ sip an empty tea cup till it was Ψtoo late to drive home in the darkΩ and 
spend the night. As if she didnΩt want to be alone, sheΩd do anything to avoid spending nights on her own 
there on that farm, in that empty house. 

Although no joiner, Gramma did seem to be forever visiting one of her half-dozen half-sisters and 
step-mother or άgoinΩ ta coffeeέ with any number of άfriendsέ sheΩd then sit around afterwards and 
bad-mouth endlessly in their absence for their άchic shag rugέ or άsmart golf cart.έ Or, if sheΩd 
exhausted her list of excuses to visit us otherwise, sheΩd find some creeping malady that needed the 
trained medical attention she always avoidedτand thus, happily, have another topic to dissect for 
hours with initially empathetic, but soon captive listeners eyeing the clock or nearest door. 

ñññ 

Like everyone else in the family, as a kid I wasnΩt sure άwhat [was] the matter with Grammaέ but 
assumed it had to do with me. I was sure, however, that the repetitive nightmares I had took place in 
GrammaΩs farmhouse. One involved a witch who waited for me at the crook of those stairs, beneath the 
lone stairwell window that, in reality, always had a mountain of dead flies heaped between the storm 
and the sash in an otherwise tidy houseτas if Charlotte couldnΩt bring herself to sweep away the dead. 

The scenario of the second nightmare unfolded always the same, always against a black background, 
in front of which appeared first a bright-blue square, then a blood-red triangle, followed by a yellow 
circle. The forms took turns coming from άoff-stage.έ They made low-level thudding or shrill, squeaking 
noises as they slowly moved across a void, then silently swallowed the form that preceded them, until 
the universe fell dark again. This unsettling dream I had dozens of times; after each I awoke feeling 
afraid, empty and forsaken. 
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American Progress by German-born American painter Johann άWƻƘƴέ Gast, 1872 

That these recurring nightmares arose out of my familyΩs unreflective pursuit of the American Dream 
made me wonder, as a teenager coming of age during the nationΩs two-hundredth birthday, where the 
connection was: What had happened to usτwhat had we done, and thus become, while wandering 
around the New World for several centuriesτthat gave me this constant albeit vague feeling that 
something was amiss in my fatherΩs house?  

The extreme discomfort, fear and desolation I felt in my fatherΩs familyΩs home, in my paternal 
grandfatherΩs presence and during the two, ever-repeating nightmares that haunted me for over a 
dozen years led me to seek relief from the subsequent deadly bleakness. In my search for plausible 
sources of our familyΩs troubles in the New World, I discovered that what steered my grand-/parentsΩ 
behavior most was least obvious or conscious, the deepest hidden and most sinister. To locate primal 
causes I could confront, then exorcise, I had to shift through decades, generations of accumulated 
emotional debris. The results of my lifelong search for release from all that now rest in your hands. 

ñññ 
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Introduction 

 

 
A fortnight after Charles and DianaΩs fairy-tale royal wedding blue, white and red bunting still hung 

like long, saggy lace over SkiptonΩs High Street. I had arrived in North Yorkshire at age 18 to attend 
venerable ErmystedΩs Grammar, one of EnglandΩs last half-dozen state-run boysΩ schools. There, I 
boarded with a well-off young widow. Her veterinarian husband had dropped dead the previous year 
while biking cross-country through the Dales. Two of her three teenage children lived at home. The 
third, Matthewτset to study saddle-making upon his return to Britainτwas to live in Pocahontas, Iowa, 
for the year I occupied his space. 

 

SkiptonΩǎ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘŜŘ High Street, August 1981; Jenny, Clare and Matthew Gully (surname altered) in garden 

Through the plate-glass window in MatthewΩs room, I could see Pendle Hill. I had given up my 
familyΩs generations-old spiritual home in Methodism a year earlier; shortly thereafter I found a new 
one among Quakers. This visible landmark summit, some 30 kilometers away, was said to have been the 
place where Quakerism had its beginning. Problem was, without a car, exploring that emblematic source 
of several Quaker institutional names remained nigh impossible. 

Until, that is, I learned of a North Country Quaker Youth Pilgrimage to take place in Lancashire that 
fall of 1981. A group of young άFriendsέτas Quakers are formally calledτfrom England, Scotland, 
Ireland, California, Pennsylvania and (now) Iowa would explore the rainy, windswept region where the 
Society of Friends swiftly and resolutely arose in the mid-1600s. We were accompanied by the Quaker 
childrenΩs-book author, teacher, professional singer and peace activist, Elfrida Vipont (Brown) Foulds. 



18 

 

Elfrida holding ƘŜǊ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ ǊŀǇǘ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ bƻǊǘƘ /ƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ oldest Quaker meeting houses 

¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ǎƘŜΩŘ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ул ǘƘǊŜŜ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊΣ 9ƭŦǊƛŘŀ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭŀƎ ƻƴŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ƎǳƛŘŜŘ ǳǎ ǘƻ 
ancient, vine-ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ƘƻǳǎŜǎΣ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ ŜŀǊƭȅ CǊƛŜƴŘǎΩ ƛƳǇǊƛǎƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ [ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊ /ŀǎǘƭŜ ŀƴŘ 
to their refuge at dark Swarthmoor Hall. At the end of it all, we stopped atop massive Pendle Hill, before 
trekking on to Firbank Fell. 

 

Everywhere we turned, we observed oceans of darkness and oceans of Light! 

Both Pendle Hill and Firbank Fell, far above the emerald pastures and quiet moors of rural 
Lancashire, impressed me deeplyτas they had George Fox. One of QuakerdomΩs earliest weighty 
figures, he had found inspiration while on top of both mounts at the end of Whitsun (άPentecostέ in the 
U.S.) in June 1652. At Firbank Fell, he addressed a gathering of over a thousand άseekersέ for three 
hours. Today, bolted to the rocky crag where he stood is a dull, weathered plaque. The uppermost line 
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reads άLET YOUR LIVES SPEAKέτa central message of Fox to the people who already then called 
themselves άPublishers of Truth.έ Those simple words have guided me for more than thirty years, ever 
since that visit to Firbank Fell. 

 

young Quakers taking breaks while hiking to and at Firbank Fell in Cumbria, near the Lancashire border  

What is it that my life is άsaying?έ Or yours? What do others άhearέ that we may or not intend to 
convey? Maya Angelou, the African-American writer, poet, actress and civil-rights activist, reminded us 
that άpeople will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how 
you made them feel.έ  

As I record select stories of the people who afforded me Life, I am mindful that whatever I relay will 
only be a glimpseτsubjective and colored more by how our family made me feel than by what they 
might have said or done. In this way the lives of our ancestors άspeakέ to us years or decades after they 
have died, whether or not they left behind many enduring traces of their one-time, earthly existence. 

As first a willful child, then a soul-searching young man, I navigated my way through more than 
enough time with my parents and grandmothers to fill endless chapters with colorful, compelling details 
gathered from personal encounters. A central challenge in writing meaningful accounts about my 
grandfathers and further back, however, remains. Little of what I can write comes from my own 
experience. At the same time, with three exceptions my interpretation of what I have found over thirty-
five years of research includes no fictionalizing: If I hadnΩt heard it, seen it, smelled it, read it, clipped it 
out or held it, it didnΩt make it into this story. (I have altered five personsΩ names in consideration of 
their privacy.) 

Still, while wanting to be true to factual events even as I expose the contradictory complexities rife in 
each human life, IΩm not always certain what of interest, relevance or use to share about distant family 
members. Here is an example:  

As far as I can remember, I met my great-grandfather George Michael Luick twiceτonce when I was 
about six at a Sunday afternoon Luick-family get-together in a musty rented hall on tiny ThorntonΩs 
deserted Main Street. The second time was when I was eleven years old, during a sojourn of a couple 
days as my family was returning from a trip to Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks via 
CheyenneΩs renowned annual rodeo. We had stopped in Grand Island, Nebraska, to visit άGrampa 
Georgeέ and his second wife, Olga... and exactly there lies a gnawing question: 

What to emphasizeτand thereby eternalizeτwhen writing about people I knew scarcely, if at all? 
What do I say about souls who have ceased to exist save for on a faded photo, in a scribbled entry in 
some forgotten census, on a tattered plat map or in a brittle obituary in some long-defunct newspaper? 
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Great-Grampa George (left), me, Dad, Dave and Deb, 1968; Olga, me, Dave, Grampa and Dad, 1974 

The fact that George abandoned my great-grandmother Lorena and thereby left her destitute late in 
life, to die alone, an indigent charge of the State of Iowa, negatively affected several peopleΩs lives. Was 
that άnecessaryέ or avoidable? Did he leave her with a semblance of dignity, I wonder, or nothing like it? 
And, what can be learned, in retrospect, from how those two beings came together, the 40 years of Life 
they shared, why and how they grew apart and, ultimately, how George unexpectedly left Lorena to a 
solitary, sad and uncertain future? What can we learn for use in our own journey from their painful 
shared path? 

 

Donald & sisters Voral, Velma & Jean, with George & baby Ricky, 1960 

All who knew George liked him, without qualification. Even my hyper-critical father and his gossipy 
mother spoke only well of their grandfather and father-in-law. And, in interviews some forty years later 
with my mother, sister and brother, my aunts Jeandelle and Sheranne, or others, no one reported 
anything but deep, heartfelt appreciation of the man. Each one I asked described him as a άkind, sweet, 
loveable old man.έ He would have been nearly 90 that summer of 1974 when I last saw him on the 
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scorching Nebraska Plains. It seems we all felt exceptionally good in GeorgeΩs presence regardless of 
what he might have said or done in his lifeτincluding a stint serving as an affable terrorist in the 1920s. 

As The Sound of MusicΩs Captain von Trapp and Maria knew, άNothing comes from nothingτnothing 
ever could,έ so the beatings from my father (which heΩd recycled from his father) could only have come 
from somewhere. The lack of sexual boundaries which has plagued multiple generations of Luick men 
played out in GeorgeΩs life, too. The question is how, with whom, when and with what consequences? 
(The man did leave his wife of 40 years to run away to Missouri with his neighborΩs, after all.) 

 

Ƴȅ ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ parents, George and Lorena (Jenison) Luick, early 1940s; on ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƻƴΩǎ ŦŀǊƳ, with Ring 

If you ask GeorgeΩs grand- and great-grandchildren, he was the sweetest thing since honeyτbut 
what of substance do the memories of brief encounters with a tired geriatric say about the totality of 
one manΩs 90 years of Life? If you ask my five nephews and nieces about their άGrampa Luickέ theyΩll 
likely also swoon about what a loving, loveable man he was. For my siblings and me, however, the 
indelible, unseen bruises he left in us even years later make it difficult at least for me to join their 
devoted chorus. 

Is this not a dilemma for all of us when looking at another pilgrimΩs biography? (And, weΩre all 
pilgrims, stumbling our imperfect way along LifeΩs endless, infinitely amazing path.) Especially when it is 
someone close to us or who we have loved, her or his life άspeaksέ to us of things, in ways that person 
may not have wished or intended. They may be inconvenient truths we may want to wish away but can 
do so only at our own loss. To acknowledge only the sweet and loveable is to forfeit the wisdom that 
invariably comes from being able to see, then possibly understand, the causes and effects that propel all 
our lives. We struggle to fully own not only the effects of othersΩ actions on our lives, but the effects our 
actions have on others. 

ñññ 

As IΩve gone through this same άstruggleέ while crafting this record, every Friday I have sent per 
installment άThis WeekΩs Wordsέ to two-dozen readers in several countries for constructive feedback. 
One of the more astute and trustedτby the most improbable of coincidences a fellow Quaker historian 
and author also born in Iowa in 1962, who lives in my erstwhile adopted hometown of Berlinτ
protested each week άMichael, you always write from some moral standpoint, from some clear, black-
and-white expectation of how the people populating your stories ΨshouldΩ have acted or even lived, but 
rarely did. What is that unbending standard out of which you obviously operate, but never spell out?έ 

ItΩs easy. 
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Donald with sisters Velma (left) and Voral, circa 1919 

Take the nearest, youngest baby and pick it up into your arms. Listen to it gurgle, chortle or coo. Look 
into its eyes and feel the soul of that baby: How blemished or burdened is it, really? Not very, right? I 
know, as do you, that it is so, because there is hardly a baby ever born, anywhere, in any era, who 
doesnΩt arrive among us pure and free. Only after we land among those whoΩve been walking around 
the planet for a while do weτlonging to belong to those closest to usτallow ourselves to become 
troubled and fettered, too. 

Mass-murdering mothers and beast-bludgeoning fathers like the ones in my family are not born; 
theyΩre bred. Too often, upon digging deeper, we find that they also were brutalized or beaten. As 
babies all of us appeared on this earth pure and free: We only later became tainted and constrained 
through repeated negative responses or implicit role-modeling from othersτfrom other children but 
especially the adults around us. Their encumbrances and inhibitions became ours. They can remain ours 
to carry for years, even decadesτand itΩs been my experience that only if we embrace them can we 
ever lay them down. 

I cannot really speak for my siblings; I can only surmise how they internalized then later coped with 
the emotional burdens that we three Luick-Thrams kids inherited from our frustrated farmer father and 
our sweet-but-timid mother. Both my sister and brother turned to a άborn-againέ Christianity that was 
foreign to our parentsΩ home, while I turned to the opposite of fundamentalismτto the universalist 
worldview of the empirical spirituality embodied by many of the Quakers I met over time, in numerous 
countries, of various ages and conditions. 
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Little Debbie, 1960; CŀǊȅ DǊŀƴǘ ƛƴ !ƭŦǊŜŘ IƛǘŎƘŎƻŎƪΩǎ 1959 Great-Plains thriller North by Northwest 

My sister once said that had she gone on to study rather than marry and become a mother within 
months of leaving Clear Lake High, she would have liked to have studied psychology. I wish she had. 
Determined to erase some of the bad scripting we three received in the tense, emotionally confused-
and-confusing environment at Ashlawn Farm, I consulted a small army of psychologists or even (only 
twice, out of desperation) psychiatrists, career counselors and life coaches, re-birthers, shamans or 
psychics, massage and reflexology therapists, priests, rabbis, mullahs, Buddhist monks and Catholic 
nuns. Had Deb become a shrink I wouldΩve saved a ton oΩ money had I been able to seek comfort and 
direction in-house, for cheap! 

As it was, I came to the conclusion that most psychologists usually became one because, at least at 
first, they needed one. Still, to my friend AlanΩs feedback I say άthereΩs no moral judgment there, 
sinceέτto briefly channel Albert Camusτάwe all take turns being both victims and executioners. We 
are hurt early on and, until we understand the sources and causes of that trespass, we let the emotional 
pus of our unseen wounds ooze out onto the lives of others. We each, then, have the task, the 
responsibility of (ad)dressing our own wounds. It is a sort of damage-control asked of us as we 
temporarily occupy a space on a crowded, strained planet. 
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Part I: Rebels with Causes 

 

 

Section 1: 
Bud & Phyllis (Thrams) Luick family 
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Looks truly can be deceiving. The below photo was taken in 1968 for Clear LakeΩs Methodist church 
directory. My siblings Debra and David, I and our parents, Bud and Phyllis, might have looked the part of 
the Happy Midwest Farm Family in days of yore, but lava swirled below the surface. All broke smiles 
except me when the photographer cracked a joke, then flashed the bulb while snapping his shutter. The 
cheery image captured on film belied the chaos and stress awaiting us behind the fake backdropτand 
that fit the tenor of the times, if or not we knew it. 

 

άaƛƪŜέ όƭŜŦǘύ, Dave, Phyllis, Deb and Bud Luick; Clear Lake United Methodist Church directory, 1968 

Under the teachings of Confucius, ancient Chinese sages advised that άwise men [presumably wise 
women, too] understand the times in which they live.έ Apart from maybe some half-dozen shipwrecked 
souls scattered across South Pacific islands undetected and not yet rescued, no family, no person lives 
fully separate and untouched by the surrounding state of human affairs. Though we Luicks lived in semi-
seclusion at isolated, well buffered Ashlawn Farm during the last gasps of a Victorian America unwilling 
to go gently, our lives were punctuated by social tumult. To grow up in the United States during the 
1960s and early Ψ70s was to tiptoe between anger and Angstτfor me, in the barnyard as well as in the 
wider world that began just past the front gate. Although my family might have wished to have been 
spared the effects of events unfolding far beyond our protective prairies and our abilities to 
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comprehend their meaning, we couldnΩt avoid feeling the rumblings of the political and social upheavals 
then afoot in the world. 

The 1960s began quietly enough. At 70 the then-oldest U.S. president, grandfatherly Dwight 
Eisenhower (a Kansas Mennonite boy turned military man) surrendered the presidency to eager Jack 
Kennedy, at 43 then the youngest. This, though, Eisenhower did not do readily: before the election he 
told friends άI will do almost anything to avoid turning my chair and country over to [him].έ This 
generational change, from cautious decorated general to confident junior senator, hinted at the 
transitions of power, passions and ideas that would shape the rest of the decade. We felt this tense, 
protracted transfer even in rural Iowa and in our own home. The struggle would be often ugly and claim 
many victimsτinnocent or not. 

 

ñññ 

[material deleted from this sample; jump to:] 

 
chapter 68: winds of war 

A personΩs (or familyΩs) thoughts and actions as seen outside his or her own four walls are only 
extensions of those taking place every day, every hour inside those walls. Coming from the Greek word 
for άthe cityέ our burdened term άpoliticsέ refers to how one moves through oneΩs community (these 
days, myopically seen as άthe stateέ). It embodies how we juggle the needs as well as neuroses of others 
with our own, and how we share resources and potentialsτor not. 
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Whether inner demons or societal saints were directing the two clans, the ThramsesΩ and LuicksΩ 
political activism, then, reflected publicly what was flowingτor churningτinside them, privately. 
Steady-handed Grandma Thrams, for one, volunteered to staff local polling stations and draft boards for 
years, but never would have dreamed of parading her politics out on the streetsτeven as across the 
driveway hot-headed Dad was doing just that. 

 

my ƳŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƎǊŀƴŘǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜ ά9ǊƳŀέ όCŀƭŎƻƴύ ŀƴŘ 9ƭƳŜǊ !ƭǾƛƴ ¢ƘǊŀƳǎ on Ashlawn Farm, 1950s 

At the same time as the wholesome, contentment-lulled church directory photo of the άLuwarren 
Luick familyέ was going to print in some brightly-lit backroom, Dad and a handful of like-minded 
neighbors were going to bat in a dark shed, developing a daring and visible protest. Active in the nascent 
National Farmers Organization (the NFO), the men cobbled together a 4th of July [U.S. Independence 
Day] float. Ironically, their bold-yet-mute dissent featured a sawed-off plywood pyramid perched atop a 
trailer chassisτa stump resembling the structure on the back of the U.S. dollar bill, long claimed by 
some to hint at a secret, Illuminati-esque elite that άreally runs America.έ After whitewashing it with 
thinned house paint, they hung alfalfa-green-and-white NFO signs and stenciled inciting slogans in big, 
shiny-black letters on three sides, then trimmed their spectacle with eye-commanding bunting and 
crepe-paper streamers. 
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man ƛƴ wǳǇŜǊǘΣ LŘŀƘƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƛƎƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƴŜŎƪΣ ά²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ 2 [cents] a quart increaseτbChέ 
while a family carries a sign ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ά²Ŝ ƭƛƪŜ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ōǳǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ƛǘ ŦƻǊ Ŧǳƴ ŀƭƻƴŜΦ {ǳǇǇƻǊǘ bChέ 

The apparent motive behind DadΩs and his cohortsΩ unorthodox demonstration was to support the 
150,000 or so NFO membersΩ hit-or-miss attempts to collectively bargain for higher, more stable 
commodity prices. The NFOΩs most result-yielding act had been the Holding Action of 1967, when that 
March member dairy producers withheld milk from the market for fifteen days, until a Federal judge 
issued a temporary restraining order. Ultimately the Johnson administration negotiated a settlement 
agreeable to the NFO leadership. By then, however, the organizationΩs rank and file had acquired the 
tainted label of άradicalέ and thus became anathema to rural Americans made uneasy by urban unrest 
and jarring daily headlines from a distant jungle war. It was more than their intrinsically conservative 
natures could bear. 

 

Blue Earth, Minnesota, family dumping milk, while women do the same in Herkimer County, New York 

Paradoxically, Dad and Mom had given up our small dairy herd a decade earlier, as had almost all of 
our neighbors. Furthermore, both the floatΩs creation and its provocative showing seemed to take place 
without a long-range strategy. The parade goers lined up along Clear LakeΩs mile-long Main Street were 
waiting to see ever-smiling beauty queens and hear marching bands, to scramble for hard candy tossed 
in waves or to stand with covered hearts as surviving veterans dating back as far as to World War I 
solemnly filed by. They didnΩt come to be fed down-on-the-farm political fare. 
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NFO president Oren Lee Stanley answering questions at milk-pouring protest in Corning, Iowa, with signs  
ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ά{ŀǾŜ ƻǳǊ CŀƳƛƭȅ CŀǊƳ ŦǊƻƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ 5ǊŀƛƴΤέ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƻǊǎ όǊƛƎƘǘύ ƎŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ Ƴƛƭƪ-

processing plant in St. [ƻǳƛǎ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ǎƛƎƴǎ άIŀƴŘƭŜǊǎ ƭŜǘΩǎ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ŘŜŀƭΦ bΦCΦhΦέ ƻǊ άIŀǾŜ ŎƻǿΣ ǿƛƭƭ ƳƛƭƪΣ 
ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǊ ƭŜǎǎέ ŀƴŘ άLŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƳƛƭƪΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōƭŀƳŜ ǳǎΣ ōƭŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎƻǊǎέτall scenes mid-1960s 

Despite their mostly unreceptive and non-responsive audience, Dad and associates felt ready to risk 
finger-wagging, head-shaking disapproval in order to shove a figurative fist in the face of a system they 
saw as stacked against them. After they and their clunky float had their day, however, they quietly 
backed that lumbering hulk into the dank, lightless lean-to attached to our ancient corncribτand forgot 
it there. 

 

NFO demonstration at White House with sign άCŀǊƳŜǊǎ ƎŜǘ мр ώŎŜƴǘǎϐ ŦƻǊ ǇƻǊƪΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ your ǿƛŦŜ ǇŀȅΚέ 

Even as a clueless kid I sensed an air of impropriety about the whole affair. It was if my defiant dad 
and his accomplices were engaged in something clandestine, about which we youngsters should never 
speak. Later, when I was a teenager doing novice family-history research for the bicentennial, then 
again when I was a history student at Iowa State writing a biopsy of the 1980s farm crisis as seen 


