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MUSCATINE, Iowa —  It isn’t
every day that echoes of a his-
toric conspiracy takes place in
your own back yard, and the
Friends of the Pine Creek Grist
Mill want to share their discovery
with area residents.

The Friends will hold their
first Lincoln Conspiracy Day at
2 p.m. Sunday, June 10, at Wild
Cat Den State Park’s upper
shelter. 

Muscatine historian Gladys
Mittman will present a free lec-
ture using documentation center-
ing on John Henry Stevenson, a
man who said he was once
imprisoned for his part in the
Lincoln assassination.

Stevenson, who claimed his
actual name was Michael
O’Laughlen, was eventually buried
on a hilltop at Wildcat Den. 

Historical records show
O’Laughlen, a childhood friend of
Lincoln’s assassin, John Wilkes
Booth, was arrested following
Lincoln’s assassination and died
in prison.

In a dictated biography,
Stevenson said his death was
faked and he was given a new
identity by a group of men who
knew he could lead them to
Booth’s wife who was living on a
farm in Virginia. Booth, who had
been involved with illegal activity
such as weapon and ammunition
sales, had amassed a small for-
tune in gold bricks and cash and
it was hidden at his home,
Stevenson explained.

Stevenson said his heavy
drinking and unhealthy lifestyle
led to poor health while he was
still in his 40s. He met the Brandt
sisters who were living in the
area now known as Wild Cat

Den, while they were visiting
family on the East Coast. The sis-
ters, Emma and Clara, were
known for taking people in and
brought Stevenson to their home
in Iowa and cared for him until
his death 1890.

They later willed their proper-
ty to the state and it is now Wild
Cat Den State Park.

“We’re going to talk about the
John Henry Stevenson story and
if people have questions they
can ask them,” said Mittman,
who grew up on a farm in Wild
Cat Den. 

Friends of the Mill members
said a packet of materials detail-
ing historical documentation of
the Stevenson/McLaughlen link

will be available for sale for
about $8.50. 

Because of her connection to
the area, Mittman was contacted
by historian Leonard Guttridge,
who co-authored the book “Dark
Union,” a fact-based book that
describes a conspiracy theory
surrounding the Lincoln assassi-
nation.

“I’m convinced John Steven-
son was Michael O’Laughlen,”
Guttridge said during a recent
telephone interview.  

Wild Cat Den State Park is
located just off Iowa Highway 22
between Muscatine and
Montpellier.

— Cynthia Beaudette 

of the Muscatine Journal
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Unity is defined as “The state or fact of being united or combined into one.” 

Together our team of medical professionals tirelessly strives to provide the 

highest quality of care. But at the end of the day we remind ourselves that 

the patient is the most important person member of our team. That’s Unity.

Unity offers specialized obstetric care.
Pictured from the left to right are Doctors
Dennis Xuereb, Susan B. Coleman and
Heidi Sturtevant.

1518 Mulberry Ave., Muscatine
phone: 563.264.9100 • www.unityiowa.org

Editor’s Note: “Local Voices” is an
occasional feature of the Muscatine
Journal, spotlighting Muscatine-area
columnists. Any opinions expressed
are the personal views of the writer. 

MUSCATINE, Iowa — Our
community was turned into a
roulette wheel last Friday when
the tornado dropped down and

went for a
spin. Where
would it go?
How long
would it last?

When the
sky cleared,
we were left
with the
home-ripping
reality of what
happened, the
uncomfort-

able mental images of what could
have happened, and the desire to
share our stories with each other.

How are small children pro-
cessing what they’ve seen and
heard?

My 4-year-old thought that the
“tomato,” as he pronounces it,
was still alive. Where did it go?
Will it come back?

He drew pictures of base-

ments and tornadoes, spun
around in the front yard, and
asked lots of questions.

On Monday morning, he said,
“I had a dream that a car hit the
tornado and killed it.”

And in that moment, I realized
that he had been stuck on Friday
for the past two days. The torna-
do wasn’t gone for him until his
dream. On Monday, he began
talking about the tornado in the
past tense.

Events like this pull the rug
out from under everyone’s feet,
not just kids.

By virtue of saying, “Nobody
died, thank God”, means that
something capable of causing
death brushed very close to us.

And we lived to talk about it.
I was one of the people who

bought extra papers Saturday
morning for my boys’ scrap-
books. Why?

When memories fade, the sto-
ries bear witness to what our
community survived: nature’s
deadly show of force. The paper
with the blazing headline,
“Tornado” is a tangible marker of
that day.

When I went through my

Grandmother’s things after she
died, I found several WWII era
newspapers. I don’t know if she
ever got them out after tucking
them away 55 years ago, but per-
haps she satisfied some need by
merely saving them in the first
place.

We’re still talking about the
“tomato” at our house. That’s
okay. My son is about three days
behind where the rest of us are
in our processing. He wants to
know why the tornado hit some
houses and not others.

Good question.
And why did it rip the trees?

Where’s the Wendy’s sign? How
did it knock over the train car?

Against the backdrop of our
collective blessings and losses
from that day, our community is
on the mend. I learned that I
need to be better prepared if,
God forbid, something like this
happens again. My son assem-
bled a few things for the “tomato
time” basement area as well.

Let’s hope that we won’t need
them for a long, long time.

Brenda Hughes is an occupational therapist and
married mother of two who lives in Muscatine,
Iowa. Comments: brendahughes1@yahoo.com

Salvation Army 
■ As of June 4, The Salvation

has served more than 5,000 meals
to residents, law enforcement
officers, firefighters, military per-
sonnel and other responders in
the cities of Grandview, Fruitland
and Muscatine.

■ The Salvation Army also
handed out yard tools, ice,
gloves, water and tarps. Salvation
Army personnel were available to
provide counseling as needed. 

■ As feeding needs decrease
The Salvation Army will be work-
ing with other organizations to
meet the needs of these commu-
nities in the future.

■ Monetary donations can be
sent to The Salvation Army locat-
ed at 1000 Oregon Str.,
Muscatine, IA 52761.

Assistance
Royal Neighbors

ROCK ISLAND, Ill. — Royal
Neighbors of America, a not-for-
profit membership organization,

is providing
financial aid to
its members
who were
affected by
last week’s
tornado.

The organi-
zation is mak-
ing an exten-
sive effort to
reach its mem-
bers in Louisa,
Muscatine and Jackson counties
so they know Royal Neighbors is
standing by to support them with
cash disaster aid if they sustained
damage to their property from
the storm.

Royal Neighbors is reaching
out to affected members in
Louisa, Muscatine and Jackson
counties order to offer disaster
aid with cash support if they sus-
tained damage to their property
from the storm.

These members are asked to
call 800-627-4762, for assistance.

Royal Neighbors of America is

a women’s non-profit member-
ship organization that insures
lives, supports women, and
serves communities. In addition
to being able to purchase insur-
ance products, its members also
receive benefits such as disaster
aid and scholarships.
Sprint offers handsets

DAVENPORT, Iowa —
Though its towers remained
unscathed and its coverage con-
tinued uninterrupted during and
after Friday’s tornadoes, Sprint
affiliate iPCS Wireless appreci-
ates that some if its customers’
handsets may not have fared so
well.  As such, Sprint is offering
to replace the handsets of any
Sprint customers whose phones
were lost or destroyed as a result
of the destruction stemming from
Friday’s storm.

Sprint customers who sus-
tained property damage in
Friday’s storms are asked to call
563-468-4769 for further details on
receiving a replacement handset.

Friday’s terrible ‘tomato’ ...
through the eyes of a child
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Brenda Hughes

Tornado News You Can Use

Tornado Roundup

Winds
of War
Tornadoes attack:

June 1, 2007

Cynthia Beaudette
of the Muscatine Journal

MUSCATINE, Iowa — She
wasn’t standing on her own
hometown’s shore, but Patti-Cale-
Finnegan of Davenport was
enjoying the view of a familiar
river as she attended an Iowa
Environmental Protection
Commission meeting at Musca-
tine’s River Center Tuesday.

“I was excited to come to
Muscatine,” said Cale-Finnegan, a
state revolving fund coordinator
for the Iowa Department of
Natural Resources. “I love the
(Mississippi) river and I wanted
to see what it looked like here.”

Tuesday marked the first time
the Commission has met in
Muscatine.

Cale-Finnegan said the
Commission, which is the chief
policymaking agency of the state
in the areas of environmental
protection and energy, was
reviewing many of her depart-
ment’s contracts during their
Tuesday meeting. also, did she
say what these contracts were
for, in general?

“The Commission does a good
job of making sure we are doing
what we should with these con-
tracts,” said Cale-Finnegan.
“They represent the people in
that oversite role.”

The Commission’s members
direct the policies of the Iowa
Department of Natural Resources
and exercise oversite responsibil-
ities on the agency’s operations.

It also has the rule-making
authority to protect Iowa’s air
and water quality. The
Commission can set penalties for
environmental violations or refer
very serious environmental viola-
tions to the Attorney General’s
Office for civil or criminal prose-

cution. 
Muscatine attorney Henry

Marquard, who was appointed to
the Commission in 2005 by then-
Governor Tom Vilsack and con-
firmed by the Iowa Senate, said
he and his fellow commissioners
agreed two years ago to begin
holding meetings in their home-
towns.

Conducting meetings across
the state will give a wider range
of people the opportunity to see
how the Commission works,
Marquard said. 

Marquard said he is the first
person from Muscatine to be
appointed to the Commission
since it was established in the
1960s.  

Rich Leopold, director of the
Department of Natural
Resources, led Tuesday’s meet-
ing, which began at 9 a.m. and
continued into the late afternoon. 

The public was encouraged to
attend.

Commission members dis-
cussed various contracts and
made decisions on their
approval. They also  devoted a
segment of their time to hearing
public comment.

People from surrounding
areas such as Bettendorf and
Pleasant Valley advised the
Board about their personal con-
cerns over water quality issues. 

Rules affecting all solid waste
landfills in the state were also
mentioned by people who
addressed the Commission prior
to its final decision on a new rule
package for all state landfills. 

Leopold, of Huxley, said the
new rule package was developed
over the past four years. Some
landfill directors from around the
state addressed the Commission,
asking that they reconsider the
package, which will make it nec-
essary for some municipalities to
reconstruct the liners of their
landfills. 

Leopold said the new rules
were created in accordance with
the federal Environmental
Protection Agency regulations
that call for totally sealed imper-
meable plastic liners on the sides
and bottoms of all landfills and
eventual capping of landfills that
are filled to capacity.

Some Iowa landfills have only
a bottom liner and others do not
have any liners, Leopold said.

“Lined is lined,” said Leopold.
“And that’s how we read the fed-
eral rule.”

Abiding by the new rule pack-
age that calls for sealing the
inside of landfills will be expen-
sive for some cities and munici-
palities, Leopold said.

The Board adopted the new
rule package.

The Commission arrived in
Muscatine Monday afternoon and
toured the Monsanto Plant.
Monsanto has received awards
from the Department of Natural
Resources for complying with
Environmental Protection
Agency standards, Leopold said.

“We wanted to see some of
their practices and it was an
interesting tour,” said Leopold.
“As far as compliance,
Monsanto’s doing a good job.
They’ve made some significant
gains in energy efficiency and
water quality.”

Contact Cynthia Beaudette at 563-262-0527 or
cynthia.beaudette@muscatinejournal.com

Meeting on
the Mississippi
Iowa Environmental Protection Commission
holds meeting in Muscatine for the first time

Online
The agenda for the June 5 meeting of
the Iowa Environmental Protection
Commission in Muscatine is available
at www.iowadnr.com/epc/index.html

Locals can hear
echoes of the past
Local link to Lincoln assassination topic of talk at Wild Cat
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