
Remembering Jonathan Walton, former colleague 
 
 
I am taking a chance sending this to you.  My name is Trace Custer and I am an alum of the U of Iowa 
(1988 - BA Biology).  The real reason that I am writing to you is because of Jonathan Walton.  He was 
such a monumental being in my life and I know touched many in the history dept at the university 
during his tenure.  I was on line searching the KKK for my youngest son (9), who is studying the civil 
war and can't understand why... slavery or the need to defend it.  He is struggling with understanding 
hatred because of a color... I was prompted to search out recent documents on Jonathan Walton and hit 
the history site at Iowa. 
 
I first moved to Iowa City in ‘85 and found an apartment on North Gilbert St.  Don't ask me how, but 
someone had an apartment for rent and I found it in the local rag.  The person that answered that door 
was a very flamboyant black man in fluffy slippers... understand that I was fresh off the boat from 
New Zealand and had not seen many fluffy slippers, let alone many black (flamboyant was something 
new) men.  As a white kid (21) from a secular white society, I immediately was drawn to the place 
and the man who invited me in.  Over the next 3 years I lived upstairs from Jonathan - he taught me 
tolerance, laughter, what it was to be like as the only white kid at a black reading group and how to 
really love just for loves sake. 
 
Jonathan taught me how to cook (or how to smoke cigarettes and drink wine while he cooked), 
introduced me to Ozzie, showed me "indie" films, taught me about compassion and showed me that a 
black gay man can foster black kids and not be Michael Jackson.  He introduced me to the knowledge 
that no matter where you come from your destiny is your own.  No one can define you or restrict you - 
it is up to you.  For 3 short years Jonathan was my family (mine were in NZ and had disowned me for 
my alternative thoughts).  Jonathan "married" me and my children's father back in Iowa in ‘87... and 
disappeared from my life when he took ill and went back to Chicago in ‘88.  I went to NZ to reconcile 
with my family, and he went back to Chicago to die at his mother’s.  After he passed... I went to 
Chicago to say goodbye.  My kid's dad was a pallbearer and I was a "flowergirl"... it was the saddest 
time in my life - and till this day I miss him.  His spirit, his compassion, his love, his tolerance live 
on.  My oldest is named after him and I post pictures of a laughing beautiful man throughout my 
house. 
 
I thought you might like to know more about a great man - who touched me and taught me how to be 
a citizen of the world... whether white or black, male or female - he saw value... 
 
I love him and I miss him terribly... 
 
Trace Custer 
Proud Mother of 2 
Senior Director - Major Biotech Company 
Citizen of Jonathan's world 
 
 

* * * * * * * 
 
 
The lovely letter from Trace Custer on Jonathan Walton reminded me of the many personal memories 
that I too hold for Professor Walton.  So while Professor Kerber states that we in GHS only “know” 
J.W. through the fellowship award named after him, that’s not quite correct.  As a member of GHS 
and one who considered himself one of Jonathan’s close personal friends (and he had many), his 
legacy does live on beyond the award named for him.  In fact, I probably would not be here now, 



doing what I am doing, pursuing the scholarship I am pursuing, if not in large part due to the influence 
of J.W. 
 
I first met Jonathan when I took his intro to Af-Am History course in school year ’85-’86.  Ms. 
Custer’s description of Jonathan was on the money when she used the term, “flamboyant”; Jonathan 
was indeed that and much more.  I came to know him as a mentor, friend, excellent cook, host and 
perhaps most importantly, scholar.  He was at times a relentless task master which not only endeared 
him to his students but earned him the respect of his peers.  Upon reflection I recall being “perturbed” 
at his refusal to accept drafts of papers that I had written, re-written and even re-written until they 
attained a level of competency and clarity that suited his standards of scholarship.  His unwaivering 
demand for excellence coupled with his engaging personality just made one come back for more 
"abuse" and in fact look forward to it.  Now, when someone comments on how they have enjoyed 
reading something I have written, I smile, thank them and thank Jonathan in my mind. 
 
Jonathan’s willingness to go out of his way for his students generally and me specifically, affected my 
interactions with my own students and showed me the importance of “being there” for those students.  
I currently mentor 6 or 7 undergrads here at Iowa, two of whom graduate next month and it makes me 
feel as though I am in some small way, continuing Jonathan’s work. 
 
Like Trace Custer, I continue to dearly miss Jonathan for he was truly one of those rare people that 
few of us have the good fortune to cross paths with in our lifetimes.  But I was fortunate to have met, 
gotten to know and been able to grow through my association with this good man, scholar and mentor.  
He is, still, sorely missed and always fondly remembered. 
 
Tony Haughton, current Graduate Student 


