Kenneth Keskinen – Teacher, Philosopher, “Minnesota Boy” 


By Brenda Underwood

Ken Keskinen and his wife, Peg, live in a house surrounded, on this occasion, by layers of old snow and the bleak but beautiful winter vista of Cornwall. Inside is a house that bespeaks order and peace – and a warm welcome for the visitor. As the snow started to swirl outside putting on a valiant display for someone without 4-wheel drive, Ken said, ‘It’s OK, we have a spare bed.”  
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Ken Keskinen with one of his collages
Ken, “a Minnesota boy”, was born in 1923 in the small, rural farming community of New York Mills, Minnesota, home of many lumber mills in the 19th century. “The town was full of Finns,” said Ken, “and farming was the business of most people. I was a “townie” but a lot of my friends were the sons and daughters of farmers. They were mostly small, hands-on farms and I loved growing up there.” 

Ken’s parents were born in Finland and came to the U.S. when they were children. Ken grew up speaking both Finnish and English and still has a slight accent but he’s not quite sure now exactly what that accent is. “When I am back in Minnesota people ask me about my eastern accent. There may be traces of both now.” 

His father was hospitalized for most of his life after his experiences in the First World War. “It was when I was very young and there wasn’t the sense of loss. My father was in the Veterans’ Hospital for many years, leaving my mother with four kids.” Ken has two sisters, one young and one older, who still live in Minnesota and an older brother who has died. 

Ken lived in NewYork Mills until he graduated from high school and then worked for a year before going to the University of Minnesota. “We didn’t have the money for college so I figured out that if I had a roommate I could get by with $300 for the year working part-time. So that first year [of college] I was setting pins in the bowling alley at night and doing some typing for the university in the daytime. That sustained me for three terms.” 

Other jobs Ken held during the years before WWII were: bus-boy, Boy Scout leader, crewman on an iron-ore boat on the Great Lakes, farm worker, “gandy dancer”* on the Northern Pacific Railroad, landscaper, traveling silo-building, carpenter, and medical technician at a C.C.C. camp (F.D.R.’s Civilian Conservation Corps camp).

“I was drafted in 1943. I chose the Navy and welcomed the education that went with it. I was asked to become an officer but I said ‘No, I just want to be one of the guys.’” Ken became a radio technician and was sent to Brisbane, Australia for training and then on to the Philippines where he helped establish a basic communications center for troops. 

Did you see any conflict? Yes. The Japanese were retreating from the Philippines, but there was still some sniping going on. Ken has documented his experiences in a memoir called “The Taken and the Had.”
Although Ken was well trained to handle the communications side of his war experience, there was very little he could do to deal with the swamps, humid conditions and the creatures that survive in those environments. He, along with a number of others, contracted schistosomiasis, also known as “liver fluke”.  “My hair began to fall out, and I had other symptoms including a lack of energy. We weren’t prepared for the swamps. We may have been prepared for the Japanese but not for the swamps.” Ken and the others in his unit were flown to Hawaii and then shipped back to the United States where they spent several months in a hospital in Idaho before the war ended.

Ken asked to be discharged in New York even though his home was in the middle of the country “because I wanted to see New York and be in the city. “The GI Bill was a great boon for many of us,” he said, “as it opened up worlds of possibilities.” Ken decided to go to school at Columbia University where he received both a Bachelor’s degree and a Master’s degree in English. “I was shooting for a Ph.D., but I just got fed up. I was tired and wanted to move on.” 

While at Columbia Ken had a part-time job working for the director of the Institute of Arts and Sciences, “a lecture and concert series offered every year from late September to May. During that time he met many “important people” including Eisenhower whom he remembers as being “stately in a military fashion” and Robert Frost, “who was very engaging, very open and very relaxed.” 

During that interval, he also met another person who was going to be important in his life. The director of the Institute for whom he worked at Columbia was Peg Keskinen’s father, Russell Potter. Ken and one of his college friends agreed to paint the director’s house on Town Street in Cornwall “and that was where I met Peg. Her laughter, good humor and personality endeared her to a lot of people,” said Ken, “especially to me.” 

In February 1953, Ken went to Holland to participate in an American Friends Service Committee 

work camp which cleaned up homes, streets, and businesses following severe flooding. Later that year, Peg joined him for a summer bicycle trip in France and Germany.

Peg and Ken were married in the North Cornwall Church 55 years ago. 
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Peg and Ken Keskinen

At this time Ken started teaching at Admiral Farragut Academy, a military school in New Jersey but found “military life a little uncomfortable – too much ‘Yes Sir-ing’ and giving orders. I realized that I didn’t want to teach in a military school and decided to look further for another job.”

“Having been exposed to Quakerism after the war and feeling an affinity with their philosophy, I did a little asking about and heard about a Quaker school in Pennsylvania called The George School, a boarding and day school at the high school level. I went to visit and I liked their values and they liked me so I was offered the job.”

Ken and Peg lived and worked at the George School for 20 year from 1956-1976 – Ken teaching English and Peg tutoring individual students in reading and writing skills and working in the library.
One of Ken’s former students from the George School, Rocky Tomascoff, recalls that Ken was a “very creative teacher who, in a quiet, gentle way would draw out his students and encourage them to think about things in different ways.” She remembers one creative writing class, in particular, where Ken asked students to write their own myth.  In conjunction with the writing assignment, students were reading Moby Dick and Old Man of the Sea and becoming absorbed in New England whaling and sea life. During this process Ken took all the students home to make New England clam chowder to immerse them in the experience. And she also remembers one class coming into a classroom to find flowers on every desk, all of which were edible. 
Ken and Peg have two daughters, Lisa and Martha Dean (Mindy), both long since grown and on their own. Lisa is an architect living in New Haven, and Mindy is a book editor in Saint Paul, Minnesota. “Lisa is close enough so she comes up here quite frequently,” said Ken. 

After their 20 years at The George School, Ken and Peg were looking for a way to come back to New England, specifically Cornwall. “Peg’s father and mother who lived down the hill gave us this piece of property so with the help of friends and relatives in 1976 we built this house. It was a combined effort,” said Ken.
That year, Ken started to teach at Marvelwood School, a small private school in Cornwall with approximately 100 students. “A lot of kids chose to go there because of the individual attention that was given to students,” said Ken. “There were a lot of remedial courses offered to kids who were capable but who were disorganized and needed structure.” Ken taught English and was Director of Studies at Marvelwood for 14 years and also created and taught a psychology course.
Since Ken retired from Marvelwood in 1990, he has been doing a lot of writing – both poetry and prose. He has recently finished writing a novel called New Bedford Boy, the story of a young Quaker boy who goes whaling in the 1840s. Ken is in the process of re-reading and editing. Now that I have it in good shape, I’ll try and sell the damn thing.” 

“It’s funny when you start writing,” said Ken, “you see other things coming up that need to be said so you go with the flow and realize that you are answering questions that have been bothering you. It may not be a specific question but it creates a need to know – and the writing helps to provide the answer.” 

Ken has also written an epic poem entitled Iron Roses after the Finnish folk epic, The Kalevala by Elias Lönnrot. In The Kalevala we see the crafsman Ilmarinen forge the world “from the tip of the shaft of a swan’s feather, from the milk of a farrow cow, from a tiny ear of barley, from the fleece of a summer ewe.” In Iron Roses it is a flesh and blood man, Ilmari Kumpula, who forges his own world with hammer, anvil and iron. It is the story of three generations of a Minnesota family of Finnish descent in the early 1900s, their hard work, their trials and their devotion to each other. The inspiration for the title Iron Roses said Ken in his Acknowledgments came from a carefully crafted bouquet of iron roses made by John Barden, a blacksmith of New York Mills, Minnesota, which he presented to his wife with the words, “I never brought you flowers, but these will last forever.”
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Black print of Iron Roses by Lisa Keskinen
Since his retirement, Ken has also been active in the Cornwall community. He was President of the Housing Corporation at the time Kugeman Village was built.  Tim Prentice, who worked closely with Ken during the early years of the Cornwall Housing Corporation, remembers that time:  
“Throughout the many stages of development of Kugeman Village – locating the site, selecting the architect, monitoring the long period of construction to the final selection of the first tenants – all of us who worked with him were grateful to Ken for his combination of resolve and patience.  As I look back, I see that his leadership had a depth that inspired the members of the committee on two levels. On the one hand, was his service to the community by fulfilling the need for affordable housing.  Equally significant to me was his role as a life-long teacher.  His ultimate gift was to show us how to do the work with respect and compassion for everyone involved.” 
Ken also served several years on the Planning & Zoning Commission and one term as Selectman, and worked on the Cornwall Chronicle. In addition, he was a facilitator in the Alternatives to Violence Project at McDougall Prison in Enfield and taught literature classes at the Taconic Learning Center.

He is also a justice of the peace and officiates at weddings. One of the first weddings he performed was that of Rocky Tomascoff, his student from the George School, in Tim and Marie Prentice’s barn. “I wanted Ken to officiate,” said Rocky, “because he is very dear to me.” 
Ken is part of a small group of meditators in Cornwall who meet twice a month on an afternoon in the parlor of the Lutheran Church. He was raised a Lutheran and because Quaker meetings are silent, “it took me some getting used to coming from a Lutheran church with a long-winded preacher. In a Quaker meeting, when one feels moved to speak one speaks. It is rather gratifying to see young people do that,” said Ken. 

When Ken was working at The George School, he was in charge of the international program which arranged trips for students to visit different schools around the world. On one trip he took a group of students to England and France. After the trip, when he was on his own, he visited Finland. “I went to see the town where my mother was born,” he said, and remembered enough Finnish “to get around.” Ken had an address in the northern part of Finland where his mother was born.  “So I went to that house and sure enough they confirmed that and we had a little chat and a cup of coffee and I looked around, and that was that.” 

Being aware of your Finnish ancestry, did you think, ‘Now I understand who I am and where I have come from?’ “Yes, I did,” said Ken. “I think maybe because when I was growing up in Minnesota the dominant language was Finnish – I heard it all the time. In Finland, I sort of found what I wanted to find – I’m not quite sure how to express it – but I feel that I understand and appreciate the connections.” 

In Cornwall, Ken is related by marriage to Bob and Ginny Potter. Bob is Peg’s brother.
Like many of us, Ken worries about the state of our world. “I don’t like what I hear and read; we are risking losing control of our lives by fostering negative attitudes toward other countries, whether it’s Pakistan or somewhere else, and the need to protect our investments.” And, there is a feeling of pessimism coming to surface in spite of ourselves.” Religious fanaticism that refuses a dialogue is a real danger.”
Ken also likes to create sculpture from found objects, a talent he attributes to his daughters. On the wall, along with the work of Cornwall artists, are his collages made from driftwood, sea sponge, cork and other found objects. Hidden amongst these found objects are strips of computer circuitry. “There’s supposed to be a little bit of a message in that,” he said.
Outside, up the hill, is a sculpture garden that includes what Ken calls his “junk sculptures” – pieces also made from found objects.  One is a piece made of iron objects including a trumpet tilted to the sky. “All that stuff came from the dump,” said Ken. “I check the dump periodically.”
Ken’s association with Cornwall spans about 60 years. “I love the beauty of the countryside around here,” he said, indicating the sweep of land around his property. “Cornwall is also a place where interesting things happen, such as music, art shows, and poetry and prose readings, memoir readings at the library, without fuss and not too much trumpeting.”

“Yes, Cornwall is a good place to live.” 

-----
*Gandy dancer is a slang term for workers who maintained railroads in North America.
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