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SETTING:  1956, Gilead, a small town in Iowa. 

- “a place John Brown and Jim Lane could fall back on when they needed to heal and 

rest.” 

o John H. Brown (May 9, 1800 – December 2, 1859) was an American 

abolitionist leader. Brown felt that violence was necessary to end American 

slavery, as years of speeches, sermons, petitions, and moral persuasion had 

failed. An intensely religious man, Brown believed he was raised up by God 

to strike the death blow to American slavery.  In October 1859, Brown led a 

raid on the federal armory at Harpers Ferry, Virginia (today West Virginia), 

intending to start a slave liberation movement that would spread south.  

Precursor of the Civil War. 

▪ Intensely religious – “I am God’s instrument.” 

▪ Jim Lane – militia leader, senator from Kansas 

o Bleeding Kansas:   Brown first gained national attention when he led anti-

slavery volunteers during the Bleeding Kansas crisis of the late 1850s, a state-

level civil war over whether Kansas would enter the Union as a slave state or 

a free state. He was dissatisfied with abolitionist pacifism: "These men are all 

talk. What we need is action—action!" 

- Iowa:  “the shining star of radicalism” 

- Has no miscegenation laws: 

o Starting in the late 1600s, miscegenation laws — which banned black people 

and, in some cases, other non-white groups from marrying or having sex with 

white people — were put into effect in slave-holding colonies like Virginia 

and Maryland, where the law directly addressed white women, who 

"forgetful of their free condition and to the disgrace of our Nation do 

intermarry with Negro slaves.” 

- TIME:  Late spring through early fall, 1956 

 

CHARACTERS: 

- Narrator:  Rev. John Ames III, age 76 when story begins.  Dying of heart disease, 

o Born in Kansas in 1880, moved to Gilead when he was 2. 

o Congregational minister, like his father and grandfather before him. 

o Married his 1st wife, Louisa, his last year of seminary.  She died in childbirth. 

Daughter, Angeline, dies shortly thereafter, looking into his eyes. 



o Widowed at 25, narrator remarries at age 67 to a 32-year old woman, Lila.  

She is now 41. She has no family, but a “sad, mysterious past.”  

o They have one child, a boy (nameless) who is 6 years old.  The book/letter is 

addressed to him. 

 

- John Ames Jr., narrator’s father: 

o  5 children, of which only the eldest (Edward) and the youngest (John Ames 

III, narrator) survived.   

▪ Edward (narrator’s brother) is 10 years older, studied in Germany and 

teaches at a college in Kansas.  Raised in the church but now an 

atheist.  

o Holds more moderate views than his own father (narrator’s grandfather).  Is 

a pacifist – in stark contrast to his father (narrator’s grandfather) 

o Narrator’s father and mother moved away from Gilead.  Both are deceased. 

 

- John Ames Sr., narrators grandfather 

o Eccentric and radical – an acquaintance of John Brown.  

o In the 1830s, at age 16 growing up in Maine, has a vision of Christ in chains 

like a slave.    

o Participates in violent conflict between pro- and anti-slavery sides in Kansas 

in the 1850s. 

o Although nominally too old, enlisted in the Union army as a chaplain and lost 

an eye in the battle of Wilson’s Creek in Missouri in 1861. 

o After the war, moved from Kansas to Iowa where he was one of the founders 

of the town of Gilead.  

o Became more radical as he aged:  “preached” local boys into WWI, then had 

to minister to all the widows afterward.   

o After conflict with his son (narrator’s son), leaves Iowa to return to Kansas.    

o Narrator’s Father, take a pilgrimage there to find his grave. 

 

- Robert Boughton (“Old Boughton”) 

o Narrator’s best friend since childhood, now a “staunch Presbyterian 

minister”.   

o Also lives in Gilead, with 8 kids.  Wife is now deceased & he is frail. 

o Narrator was always jealous of Old Boughton’s family. 

o Narrator frequently visits him to discuss theology and life. 

o Boughton’s daughter, Glory, has now returned to care for him. 

▪ Boughton’s son Jack has returned, too. 



 

- Jack Boughton 

o Old Boughton’s son.  Named after the narrator (John Ames Boughton). 

o A prodigal with a rebellious past, but most beloved of Boughton’s children.   

o Brought shame on the Boughton family when, as a young man, got a young, 

poor country girl pregnant and refused to marry her.  

o Their daughter died at age 3, and the mother left for Chicago. 

o Now 43, Jack returns to Gilead, older and sad. 

 

- Bud Fowler – see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bud_Fowler 

o John W. "Bud" Fowler (March 16, 1858 – February 26, 1913) was an 

American baseball player, manager, and club organizer. He is the earliest known 

African-American player in organized professional baseball; that is, the major 

leagues and minor leagues.  His father had escaped from slavery and migrated 

to New York. In 1859, his family moved from Fort Plain, New York, to 

Cooperstown. He learned to play baseball during his youth in Cooperstown.  

o Fowler first played for an all-white professional team based out of New 

Castle, Pennsylvania in 1872, when he was 14 years old.[2]  

o Largely supporting himself as a barber, Fowler continued to play for baseball 

teams in New England and Canada for the next four years. He then moved to 

the Midwest. In 1883, Fowler played for a team in Niles, Ohio; in 1884, he 

played for Stillwater, Minnesota, in the Northwestern League. 

o Keokuk 

 
Fowler (top row, center) with the Keokuk, Iowa team of the Western League 

in 1885 
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o Keokuk, Iowa had not had a professional baseball team since 1875. However, 

in 1885, local businessman R. W. "Nick" Curtis was the chief force behind 

starting a new team and hired Fowler for it. Johnny Peters, the manager of 

the then-disbanded Stillwater, Minnesota team, helped Fowler get 

connected with the new team in Keokuk, the Keokuk Hawkeyes. 

o Fowler became the most popular player on the Keokuk team. The local 

newspaper, the Keokuk Gate City and Constitution, described him as "a good 

ball player, a hard worker, a genius on the ball field, intelligent, gentlemanly 

in his conduct and deserving of the good opinion entertained for him by base 

ball admirers here." Fowler also commented to the local newspaper on 

issues with the "reserve clause," the contractual mechanism that allowed 

teams to hold on to players for their entire career. Fowler stated that "when 

a ball player signs a league contract they can do anything with him under its 

provisions but hang him."[5] 

o The Western League folded that season due to financial reasons, leaving 

Keokuk without a league, and Fowler was released. 

 

 

 

Questions to consider: 

1. What has been your experience of the novel so far? 

a. What is the narrator’s goal in writing this? 

2. Clearly, this is not a typical novel, driven by plot with distinct episodes. 

a. What is the effect of the structure:  a series of letters / stories, no chapter 

breaks?  (What does it seem like, to you?) 

3. What feelings has it brought up in you as you read it? 

4. Based on these feelings, where might God be leading you in reading this novel? 
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