
The History and  

Restoration of the Old 

 Victorian Home at 

205 West Bridge Street 

 in 

 Elkader, Iowa 

by  

Larry W. Gamble  



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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