
Yarmouth
Des Moines County

Yarmouth was established
in the late 1870s and named
for Yarmouth, England. In
1881, the La Vega Post Office
that was nearby was closed,
and mail service was moved
to the “new village” of
Yarmouth. The town is not
incorporated.
Salem
Henry County

Salem was planned in
1836 by Aaron Street Jr. and
Peter Boyer and was formally
established on March 30,
1839. The community was
the first Quaker settlement
west of the Mississippi and
became an important station
on the Underground Rail-
road. Salem, the Hebrew
word for peace, was a popu-
lar name in the Street family.
This community was one of
four towns around the coun-
try that the Streets named
Salem. The town was incor-
porated on Jan. 24, 1885.
Montrose
Lee County

The location originally was
the site of an Indian settle-
ment called Cut Nose village.
In 1832, Capt. James White
developed an outpost at the
site. He then sold his proper-
ty to the U.S. government in
1834 as a military post. The
fort was named Ft. Des
Moines. When the fort was
abandoned in 1837, David
Kilbourne founded a town at
the site. He called it Mount of
Roses, referring to the profu-
sion of wild roses growing in
the area. The ownership of
the site apparently was in
dispute, as there was a law-
suit against Kilbourne, which
he lost. The town was sur-
veyed again, and title to the
site was distributed to the
victors in the suit. The name
Montrose evolved from the
name Kilbourne had given
the town. It was incorporated
in 1857.
Columbus City
Louisa County

The original Columbus City
was established as a mid-
point on the road from
Burlington to Iowa City. Due
to land disputes, the town
site was moved to its current
location in 1841. The name
was drawn from Columbus,
Ohio, since some of the set-
tlers were from there and
hoped that naming their new
town with the same name
would yield success similar
to that of the Ohio city.
Columbus City was incorpo-
rated on November 26, 1870.
Bonaparte
Van Buren County

Bonaparte was established
in 1837 and called Meek’s
Mills. In 1841, the lots were
resurveyed, and the name
was changed to Bonaparte.
There was a town site called
Napoleon on the other side of
the Des Moines River that
was never developed. William
Meek was responsible for the
names of both Bonaparte and
Napoleon as he was an ad-
mirer of the French emperor.
The town was incorporated
on Jan. 31, 1899.

Source: “A Dictionary of
Iowa Place-Names”

New book by Henry
County native, “A
Dictionary of Iowa
Place-Names,” sheds
light on the history
behind the names of
Iowa cities, towns.
By KILEY MILLER
kmiller@thehawkeye.com

Otley sounds oddly, Plano is
plenty plain and Olds is any-
thing but modern, but as Tom
Savage can tell you, those
towns have fitting titles.

Savage, you see, is the sage
of Iowa city names, the genius
of Hawkeye state geography,
the maestro of Mississippi-to-
Missouri monikers. He’s also a
Henry County native, and he
just published one super-nifty
book from the University of
Iowa Press.

“A Dictionary of Iowa Place-
names” is an endlessly divert-
ing collection of the whys be-
hind our wheres.

Ever wonder about Imo-
gene? It’s named after the
daughter of one Capt. Ander-
son, a town founder. Moscow
traces its lineage not to Rus-
sia, but to a community in
Ohio. And Primghar is a pile-
up of the initials of the eight
men who started the place.

Then there’s Mount Union.
It was founded in 1876 on the
highest hill in Henry County
near a schoolhouse that dou-
bled as a Sunday school. Since
the kids came from different
denominations, the settlers
called it Union Sunday School.

Mini mountain. Union Sun-
day School. Mount Union.

Savage grew up in the oppo-
site corner of Henry County
from Mount Union on a family
farm outside Salem. After
graduating from Mount Pleas-
ant High School, he bounced
between Chicago, California
and Iowa City before landing
in Muscatine, where he spent
better than two decades as a
counselor and instructor at the
local community college.

Now 62, he owns and runs
Muscatine Books and More in
the surprisingly vibrant down-
town area. For the past five
years, he has also collected
what some might consider
splatter paint for the brain —
tidbits on every legitimate
town in the state, and some
towns that really aren’t legiti-
mate.

“I’m not an historian,” he
said. “I just played one in this

book.”
Back when Savage was a

boy, he used to stare out the
windows of his parents’ car
and ponder the strange names
painted on the water towers
sliding past, names like Sabu-
la, Haverhill and Hayfield.
Two bike rides across the state
as an adult stirred new life
into that old curiosity.

There was already a book on
the subject. “From Ackley to
Zwingle: The Origins of Iowa
Place Names,” by former Iowa
State University professor
Harold Dilts, came out
decades ago. Unfortunately,
it’s out of print.

“To get it costs people like 50
bucks,” Savage said.

When Dilts told him there
were no intentions of publish-
ing another edition, Savage
figured the time was right for
a replacement.

Apparently, so did the peo-
ple at University of Iowa
Press. He sent them a summa-
ry of his idea and a few rough
pages, and they sent right
back a reply. When the manu-
script was done, they would
take a look.

Savage got serious. He start-
ed his research with a book in
the Muscatine library listing
every Iowa post office from
1838 to 1986.

From there, he migrated to
other libraries and other pri-
mary materials, including his-
tories of long defunct rail-

roads. After all, in the early
days of the state, if the trains
didn’t follow a town, then
towns followed the trains.

All told, Savage wracked up
598 sources in his bibliogra-
phy. He  limited his work to
towns that appear on the Iowa
Department of Transportation
road map published in 2006.
The transportation depart-
ment, in turn, included only
those towns that met at least
two of the following standards:
25 residents or more; a retail
business; an annual celebra-
tion or festival; a school,
church or cemetery; a building
on the National Register of
Historic Places; a post office;
or an association with a public
recreation site. 

Those requirements explain
why, for example, Trenton in
Henry County gets an entry,
but Sawyer in Lee County
does not. (A friend of the little
guy, Savage did stick a list of
former counties, towns and
post offices in the back of the
book.) 

When conflicting stories
arose about a town’s origin, he
tried to include both, keying
on the one that seemed most
plausible.

“There were three things I
wanted to answer,” he said.
“When, where and why if I
could.”

He succeeded with the regu-
larity of the Iowa seasons.
Just take the listing for
Burlington: “The town was
surveyed in 1834. John Gray,
who had participated in the
planning of the town, named it
in honor of Burlington, Ver-
mont. Burlington was incorpo-
rated on June 10, 1845.” Or
Augusta: “ ... Started as a post
office called Gibson’s Ferry on
April 19, 1836. The name was
changed to Augusta, possibly
for Augusta, Georgia, on Sep-

tember 22, 1837. The post of-
fice was closed on January 31,
1938, but the community has
survived. Augusta is not incor-
porated.”

Savage finally put his man-
uscript in the mail last sum-
mer, some four years after his
effort began. Back came pages
of questions and clarifications
from his editor, many dealing
with railroads and their prop-
er names.

“Because railroad fanatics
are absolute,” Savage ex-
plained.

Loren Horton, one of the
deans of Iowa history scholars,
was so impressed by the effort
he asked to write the book’s
foreword. The honor was lost
on Savage until he found out
the State Historical Society of
Iowa calls its top local history
prize the Loren Horton Com-
munity History Award.

“I can recognize an expert
when I see one,” he said.

Finally came a coincidence
— so perfect it seems almost
providential — that closed the
book on the book’s creation.
The people at University of
Iowa Press told him they had
found the ideal cover art: “Ot-
ley,” a painting in acrylic on
masonite tile by Des Moines-
area artist Alan Lampe that
had won the Best of Show
award at the 2006 Iowa State
Fair. 

Savage saw the painting
and had to agree. Depicting
green hills, fields and, in the
foreground, a giant red barn
with the word “Otley” and a
directional arrow for airplanes
painted on the roof, it seems
made for “A Dictionary of Iowa
Place-Names.” Even the style
evokes the patron of Iowa
painters, Grant Wood, but
with a clarity for the digital
age.

Wanting to know more, Sav-

age went to Lampe’s Web site.
There a pair of paintings
jumped out at him. One was
titled “Oakland Mills” and the
other “Fire Above Lowell.”
Hmm? Two Henry County ref-
erences.

Turns out Lampe was raised
in Houghton, just a few miles
from Savage’s childhood home.
Both men still have family in
the area.

“Maybe we met somewhere
along the line and didn’t know
it,” said Lampe, a shy-sound-
ing fellow who works as a
graphic designer for an adver-
tising firm.

They’ve met in person now.
Lampe came over to Musca-
tine for a book signing just last
week.

“A Dictionary of Iowa Place-
Names” is out and available
with a 2007 copyright date.
Savage doesn’t know how
many copies were printed, but
he’s heard from friends who
have seen it in the stacks of
Barnes & Noble and other
bookstores around the state,
and he has plenty for sale at
Muscatine Books and More.
Send him a check and he’ll
send back an autographed col-
lection of answers — about the
Toole behind Toolesboro, the
homesteaders at Homestead,
and a dog that got hit by a
train and gave a town its
name.

(Why spoil the fun by speci-
fying the town here?)

For Savage, new challenges
await. He and his wife are al-
ready working on a history of
the Muscatine business dis-
trict, complete with a sordid
murder-suicide involving com-
peting jewelers. He’s also con-
templating another place-
name dictionary, this one on
Iowa’s abandoned communi-
ties.

Two questions about his first
book remain: How much does
he remember? And did any
towns get left out?

To the first, Savage tells
people not to put him “in a
Trivial Pursuit situation.” The
information is in his brain, but
it can take a little while to
come out.

As for the second — well, he
isn’t saying. But who knows?

Maybe one day soon, he’ll
have to take a trip down the
road to Woodbury County — to
a little place called Correc-
tionville.
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Muscatine author Tom Savage, who grew up in the Henry County town of Salem, with his book “A Dictio-
nary of Iowa Place-Names” last week at  Muscatine Books and More. 

Five towns, 
five stories

John Lovretta/The Hawk Eye

The cover of “A Dictionary of
Iowa Place-Names”features a
painting by Houghton native Alan
Lampe, who now lives in the Des
Moines area.

When folks talk to Tom Savage about his new book, “A Dictio-
nary of Iowa Place-Names,” there’s one town that always comes
up — What Cheer. Here’s the answer straight from the text:
“What Cheer was originally named Petersburgh after Peter Brit-
ton, who established the town in 1865. When the town applied
for a post office, the postal department rejected the name Peters-
burgh. Major Joseph Andrews, a local politician, succeeded in
getting the name changed to What Cheer in 1879. The name
probably stems from the old English greeting or expression of
happiness brought from England to New England, and then on to
Iowa. Reportedly the term was used by a Scotch miner when he
discovered a seam of coal near the town. What Cheer was incor-
porated on February 27, 1880.”

What’s up with What Cheer?

Brian Morse/The Hawk Eye

“A Dictionary of Iowa Place-Names” includes references to hundreds
of Iowa cities and towns, including these in Des Moines, Lee, Henry,
Louisa and Van Buren counties.

“I’m not an historian. I
just played one in this

book.”
Tom Savage

author

By SAMANTHA CRITCHELL
The Associated Press

NEW YORK — So you don’t like the feel of
scratchy sand stuck in your sun lotion? Or
maybe you have an aversion to chemical ingre-
dients, oils or even the scent of faux coconut?

Sorry, not valid excuses for skipping sun-
screen any more.

This year there are a dozen sunscreen applica-
tions to choose from — sprays, dry oils, powders
and even wipes — and many with new, more ef-
fective ingredient “cocktails” that promise to
protect better than ever.

And most of them work when used properly,
says Dr. Amy Wechsler, a Manhattan dermatol-
ogist who serves as a member of The American
Academy of Dermatology and The Skin Cancer
Foundation.

Many of the newer ingredients target UVA
rays. UVA rays are farther away and weaker
than UVB rays (those are the kind that make
you feel hot), but can dig deeper into the skin
and ultimately can affect the dermis, Wechsler

says.
“A lot of the American companies are trying to

max out what’s available here and I think
they’ve done a pretty good job,” she says.

Consumers, though, might find shopping for a
broad-spectrum sunscreen confusing because
they’ve been trained to make choices based on
sun protection factor or SPF ratings, which only
measure protection against UVB rays.

“SPF is a small measurement of UV. There is
so much else going on,” says researcher Debbie
D’Aquino, Clinique’s vice president of global
product development.

There are some key ingredients to look for:
• Titanium dioxide and zinc oxide: Both natu-

ral ingredients that are physical blocks against
the rays. They sit on top of the skin and keep the
light from penetrating it.

• Parsol 1789, aka avobenzone: One of the
most common — and effective — chemical ab-
sorbers of UV light. Unlike blocks, absorbers
need 30 minutes before they’ll fully work.

Protective sunscreens go on every which way

See Sunscreen page 2C

The Associated Press

This year there are a dozen sunscreen applications to choose from — sprays, dry oils, powders and even
wipes — and many with new, more effective ingredient “cocktails” that promise to protect better than
ever.


