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he last time I saw John Lewis Krimmel, a smooth 
black pebble like a drip of ink was pressed into the 

flesh of his cheek and the voices of mourning doves 
pelted the air from somewhere beyond the trees.

Rembrandt Peale had disappeared (as I recall it), but the old 
man grabbed my arm as if to say, “You saw it as I saw it, Caleb 
Cloud.”

With the earnings from my report for Poulson’s Almanac on 
Bonaparte’s new chateau at Point Breeze, I bought up every-
thing left in Krimmel’s estate minus the brushes and a too-large 
pair of shoes. This included four sketchbooks and a journal be-
gun on board the Sumatra. The items occupy a small trunk in 
the corner of the room I inhabit on the quiet side of Shippen 
Street near the Passyunk Road. A Genoese sail maker with a 
taste for skinny boys has taken the room below. 

I spent my scant earnings on Krimmel’s prosaic remains. 
Surely, I must have been in a state of shock, filled with terrible 
empathy and sadness. A wrong had been committed and I, qui-
etly, almost surreptitiously, wanted to say something about it. 
A writer most often chooses words if he has something to say, 
or thinks he does—as quite clearly, I am doing now—but not 
always. How could it be always? That is equally clear: nothing 
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is ever clear or certain, two words I feel I’d better banish from 
my lexicon. But what was I doing? Trying to preserve his mem-
ory, or profit when one day a real art collector would deem him 
worthy? Perhaps. Perhaps also trying to right a wrong. One 
is defenseless against time, but the wrong I must have had in 
mind was one in which I felt myself complicit: a sketch stolen 
and sold away. 

Now on top of the trunk is Peale’s own journal and letter 
book, dated 1808-1826 and delivered by his long-fingered son 
Titian at my request. Peale had written in it of the usual things 
that had occupied his mind for so many years up until a week 
before his death—his children’s incessant foibles, the harvest, 
his inventions, the farm hands’ incompetence, attendance at the 
Peale Museum—but naturally, his script and the depth of his 
thinking had declined in the last years. I opened the book to 
1821. Titian had declined to sit down next to me. I offered a 
bowl of dried apricots I had purchased that morning at the mar-
ket. He declined that, too. “Keep the book,” he said, “otherwise 
my brother Rembrandt will get his hands on it.”

“Look. Perhaps he already has,” I said, and I opened the 
journal to July 1821, only there were no entries.

“The pages are missing,” said Titian. 

For days, I let this obsess my thoughts. If Peale and Rembrandt 
weren’t at all complicit in the death of Krimmel, then why the 
missing pages? Surely Krimmel’s death would have warranted 
comment in the journal. And how had it been reported in the 
news? A drowning, an accident. And stunned, I had let it go. He 
is dead, and nothing can bring him back. 

But Peale, the son of a convicted forger who as a young man 
had stitched the word “will” into his middle name (transform-
ing Wilson into Willson), would go to any length to protect his 
reputation. That week, I hardly moved from my room, read-
ing and rereading Peale’s journal, gazing through Krimmel’s 
sketchbooks. I read until the light disappeared and lit the lamp 
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and kept reading. I opened the window only to hear the cry 
of the oysterman and the sobs of a streetwalker from a distant 
alley. A writer listens, he asks, he collects, I told myself. But a 
writer also has to decide. Is it worth it to settle on some certain 
kind of truth?

The first time I saw John Lewis Krimmel, he was kneeling be-
fore a tangle of plants, half stained crimson and blistered from 
the sun. Krimmel had in his hand an open sketchbook, its emp-
ty white page like a misprint in the cluttered landscape, and a 
pencil behind his ear. He was probably humming.

Krimmel said he was heading to Easton, which was exact-
ly the place Victor, Dixcy, and I had just left—and possibly for 
good. Krimmel’s face was thick and heavy, as if swollen, and 
his hair, which carried the light like clear maple resin, drifted 
down to his rounded shoulders. Easton, he said, without taking 
his eyes from the weeds and wild growth, was locked in his 
memory. But he said his memory was faulty. The town couldn’t 
be the same as the Swabian village of his ancestry, where he had 
just visited—settling the accounts of the family pastry shop and 
making provisions for the care of his dead sister’s children—
and yet that’s how he remembered it. He wanted to unlock the 
memory.

We three shrugged. For us, Easton was a trap, a prison. We 
were looking for the American Babylon. We were sure it exist-
ed, we just weren’t sure where.

Krimmel finally turned away from the plants, the pencil still 
resting behind his ear. His brow was damp with sweat. Having 
just come off the ship in New York, he said he was in no hurry. 
Eventually he would travel to Philadelphia, where he had lived 
before. 

But why move back to Philadelphia and not stay in New 
York? Victor wanted to know. Without seeming to move, 
Krimmel pulled another sketchbook out of a satchel that was 
on the ground near his feet. He deliberately unwound the clasp 
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