Aden Auld’s

Hotel Register

L. EDWARD PURCELL

Few things in life are more mundane
than a hotel register, a record of who
stayed where, what nights, and for how
much. However, in Brighton, Iowa the
register of the Midland Hotel during the
early years of this century was decidedly
different. Aden W. Auld was the clerk at
the Midland, and his inclinations toward
art led him to create a highly unusual
specimen of hotel register.

fach day, Auld decorated the Mid-
land’s register with fancy lettering and
sketches, sometimes in color. His crea-
tions ranged from simple day and month
headings to ambitious compositions in-
corporating patriotic imagery and de-
tailed notes on historical and local
events. The juxtaposition of Auld’s
drawings and the names of overnight
guests makes the register a fascinating
combination of art and daily journal. The
Midland’s register from October 1904 to
October 1905 recently came to the State
Historical Society of Towa as a gift from
Mr. Laban Fleak of Cedar Falls.

Aden Auld, born at Brighton in 1853,
worked at the Midland Hotel from at
least 1897. The Midland was owned by

L. C. Fleak, son of a prominent early set-
tler and hotel keeper in Brighton. The
elder Fleak ran the Eagle Hotel until it
burned in the 1860s, and he then built
the Fleak House. Following his death,
the second hotel suffered the same fate,
burning down in 1893. His son kept alive
the tamily tradition with the Midland.

Auld also followed family tradition.
His tather, James Auld, settled in Brigh-
ton in 1849 as a chair maker and painter.
He had been a practicing ‘“steamboat
painter” in Ohio according to his bio-
graphy in the county history. Aden Auld
must have been hard put to measure up
to his ftather’s local achievements; the
elder Auld was mayor, town assessor, re-
corder, township clerk, secretary of the
local Masonic Lodge, secretary of the
Brighton American Bible Society,
helped organize the first Sunday school,
and served on the board of the
Methodist Church. And he was the
tather of 12 children.

Aden Auld seems to have lead a less
active lite. His obituary (he died in 1906)
noted he lived all his life in Brighton and
he “was of a very quiet, unassuming
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nature and had no desire for notoriety or

tame.” He is listed in several sources as a
“painter,” and the obituary even said
“some of his work is exceptionally fine
and his ability as an artist is known all
over the United States.’

Whatever his reputation, Auld’s work
on the Midland Hotel register was dis-
tinctive. He spent considerable time and
etfort on some of the sketches, produc-
ing elaborate scenes — often with
patriotic themes. He frequently drew
President Theodore Roosevelt (recently
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come to office as-

atter McKinley’s
sassination), and he did many portraits of
women. Some of the more complex
drawings came on holidays such as St.
Patrick’s Day and Christmas.

Auld’s hotel register is — to say the
least — an unusual historical artifact. It
is all the more interesting because one
can scarcely imagine such a thing today,
when checking into a hotel is a matter of
credit cards and cash registers. In the
day of the Midland Hotel, the personal
touch was still very evident.
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