




March 15th, 2011 
 
Dear City of Ft. Madison, 
 
We visited your town on March 11-12, 2011 and we just wanted to let you know what a charming town you have. 
We had a fantastic time. You definitely have an untapped gold mine. 
 
It is evident that Ft. Madison wants to keep their history, architecture and culture alive and try to mix it with 
tourism, rail/river traffic and the ever changing economic times. We understand it is difficult and costly, but we 
appreciate a small community who is willing to change and stay the same. 
 
After talking to a few people in your town about your improvements and the town in general, we were encouraged 
to send along our opinion of your town and why we visited. 
 
We love to take train trips on Amtrak and work with Amtrak Vacations for weekend trips. We take at least two 
weekend trips a year.  We give Amtrak a budget usually around $1000-1500, a time-line, and they provide us with 
options.  Our options were, Santa Fe, NM, Kansas City, La Platta, Mo, Ft. Madison, Iowa, Naperville, IL. Your town 
was also a “green” option for us, a town not needing a car to get around. After researching our options on the 
internet, we picked Ft. Madison as it is on the Mississippi river and has the old Victorian charm of yesteryear. 
Amtrak Vacations was right, there was not a whole lot to do on foot, but we did fill twenty nine hours in your town 
and left you with $700 of our dollars and took away a great memory. 
 
Our day started with the Kingsley Inn picking us up at the Amtrak Station. We went to the Wild Whisk for lunch 
and walked around your downtown and stopped at your Chamber of Commerce for information. We found the 
Betsy Ross house, your courthouse and jail and walked to your Settlers Park. We took pictures in your gazebo. On 
the way back to our hotel we stopped at Ivy’s Bakery for coffee and snacks. We went back to our hotel and watched 
the river outside of our windows and went and ate supper at Alpha’s on the Riverfront. 
 
The next morning we had a wonderful high tea breakfast at the Kingsley Inn and then went on the auto tour of your 
Victorian homes by foot.  What a wonderful tour. What a bonus to have so many homes and businesses that have 
retained their history. We went back to the Ivy Bakery for a morning snack and coffee and continued our tour until 
we ended up at the Historical Society’s museum.  I suggest doing whatever is possible to keep your history in tack 
for further generations and those who visit. What a valuable time capsule. It was suggested to visit Faeths and your 
Arts Council and we bought T-shirts in both places. We then shopped some of your unique downtown stores and 
had lunch at the Angel Secret. We bought gifts for friends and hand lotions for family. A pocket knife for our son 
and antiques for the collector. We then walked your river park and tried to skip a stone on the Mississippi. We 
would have loved to visit your Fort. What dedication from your city. We walked down to your bridge and walked 
past your Schaeffer Pen factory. We then had cocktails and supper at Alpha’s on the Riverfront  before being taken 
back to the Amtrak station. 
 
We understand it takes money from taxes, individuals or businesses, but here are a few things we as tourists have 
seen, participated in and would suggest for Ft. Madison. 
 
Expand on your riverside park. Make this a priority. While we were sitting watching the river, many people were 
pulling off the highway to take pictures of the river and your Casino. We would suggest maybe a sign showing us 
tourists other things to see in your town, show down town, where the museum is, where to eat or grab a snack, 
historical spots. Another idea would be to have placards telling your history on one side and this placard being 
sponsored by a local business with a map or menu or business description on the other side. You could place these 
along your walking path for people to read and gain information. Get Siemens to donate a windmill blade for your 
river park. It makes people stop and take pictures and it really is a site to see how large the blades are and makes a 
great tourist attraction. 
Expand on your driving tour and make it a walking tour with your local businesses in mind. Have this tour start 
with breakfast and end with lunch and have a snack in-between.  
Something where people can get out onto the river. An excursion boat, a dock side restaurant or just a dock to 
walk out on. We didn’t even know you had a marina until we left town. 

http://www.alphasontheriverfront.com/


Push Amtrak. When you get Amtrak back to your depot, think about a trolley or carriage ride to bring people to 
your downtown or their hotel. Make day trips, people come in and go out on Amtrak the same day from the west, 
expand and make it a weekend or an entire week. 
Have a historical trolley ride or carriage ride, pointing out local businesses, historical homes, parks and your 
industry. This could even be an antique car or one of your past local dairy trucks. 
Art. Get your art people to place art in your river park, statues, fountains, unique benches, have an art walk in your 
park or parks and have the art walk tour continue to your downtown. Have locals paint pictures on plywood, seal 
and place in your parks on light poles, goal posts or somewhere open to the public and have a local art tour. The art 
was saw was spectacular. 
Flood. Have something showing your flood lines and a place for people to take pictures. Those of us that live in dry 
areas are fascinated with your floods. Take advantage of us. 
Hotels. Have a hotel downtown in one of your empty buildings or at least have it upstairs. Or an upstairs 
restaurant with river views. 
Tin Ceilings. Have a tin ceiling tour; Ft. Madison could be described as the tin ceiling capitol. 
Geo Caching. Push your local geo-cachers to bring in more people and have a geo cache at every local park and get 
your local businesses involved. 
Architecture. Continue with your building updating and renovations. Put a value on your sidewalks in town, 
sponsor a town cleanup. 
 
Some other suggestions from tourists looking to spend their money in your town.  
For us on foot, you need a convenience store or someone to offer convenience store items closer to your 
downtown, maybe a general store like atmosphere selling T-shirts, souvenirs or the like downtown. Bottled water, 
pop, candy, sundries, we walked to your Loves store one afternoon just looking for bottled water. An ice cream or 
yogurt shop or have your bakery expand. A penny smashing machine with your top tourist draws on the smashed 
pennies. A walking crossover from your park to your downtown over the rail tracks and highway. More stores that 
interest the male gender. More antique stores. A native store selling things made in Iowa. 
 
We understand it takes money, cooperation, time and willing people. But just know you have some of the best and 
most friendly people in any area we have visited. Start with this goldmine and work from there. 
  
The only complaint we had was the food was so good we needed more walking trails to keep from gaining weight. 
We plan to visit again in a couple of years and see your progress. Your people, the museum, your downtown, your 
Victorian homes and the Mississippi river are your calling cards. You have the large draws covered, rodeo, 
balloons, etc. but work on the small tourist.  Market it as green, simple, wholesome, relaxing or romantic, but get 
out there and market your town. Start with package tours, a river, Victorian, romantic, or history package, 
remember women love the Victorian era and men love the river, you have them both. 
 
Thanks for listening and thanks for a wonderful trip. Your progress is evident, more people should have the 
opportunity to come see what you have strived to retain and build. 
 
Tommy and Christy VanZant 
PO Box 65 
Sublette, KS 67877 
vanzantpublishing@wbsnet.org 
 
 
 
 
 


