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FORT MADISON — Growing 
up in Sri Lanka, Kumar Wick-
ramasingha was exposed to 
an education culture not seen 
in the United States. Instead of 
having children go to school, 
many made 
their way to 
education cen-
ters to work 
on advancing 
their skills in 
specific areas.

“You see 
billboards 
for different 
teachers. 
One will be 
promoting 
one for math 
and another 
history,” Wick-
ramasingha said.

When he made his way to 
the U.S. in 1986 and stayed in 
Fort Madison, he noticed rather 
quickly the same educational 
atmosphere wasn’t to be found 
here. But he was thankful to 
be associated with people who 
wanted to make sure he got an 
education. He lived with Jean 
and George Alton, and they 
made sure he got the education 
he wanted to receive while in 
the U.S.

“They knew I wanted to get 
an education, so they took me 
to Southeastern Community 
College, where I learned English 
and took more classes,” he said.

Wickramasingha went on to a 
career in culinary arts, owning 
Alpha’s on the Riverfront in Fort 
Madison before taking a job 
with Sunnybrook Senior Living.

Over the years, he still 
noticed no place for children to 
go after school to study outside 

of the library or the children’s 
own homes. About a year ago, 
he decided to change that by 
bringing together education and 
his love for food.

“This community has given 
me so many opportunities, I 
wanted to give something back,” 
Wickramasingha said.

He discussed his idea with 
Fort Madison high school teach-
ers Brent Zirkel and Andrew 
Troxel, and the idea for the 
Elliott Test Kitchen was born. 
The Test Kitchen Education 

foundation 
was formed to 
start collect-
ing donations 
to get the pro-
gram up and 
running, and 
a board over-
seas it. The 
test kitchen 
is named 
after James T. 
Elliott IV, who 
was a suc-
cessful busi-
nessman who 

taught mathematics early in 
his career. He donated enough 
money to make the test kitchen 
possible in Fort Madison.

The three worked on creating 
an area for students to go to 
after school to get help with 
their homework and studies, 
while also learning basic cook-
ing skills.

“I’m a passionate person, 
so when he told me about this 
I was for it. We have amazing 
young people, and I wanted 
to give them a place to shine,” 
Zirkel said.

In October, they opened the 
kitchen on Avenue G to be that 
place for junior- and senior-high-
students in the Fort Madison, 
Holy Trinity and Central Lee 
schools.

“This is meant to be a safe 
haven where students go to 
learn about cooking and get 

Something’s 
cooking 

after school
Fort Madison program 
offers homework help, 
culinary training for 
teens.
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Jaycie Gordon, left, 14, volunteer Fred Knoch, middle, and Mercedee Doty, 15, all of Fort Madison, start preparing food for dinner Nov. 24 at the Elliott Test Kitchen in Fort Madison. The Elliot Test 
Kitchen is where students can go after school to learn about food and get help with homework.
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Students and teachers sit together as they get ready to eat dinner at the end of an afternoon of cooking and school work. The Elliott 
Test Kitchen, the brainchild of Kumar Wickramasingha, standing right, serves junior high and high school students from the Fort 
Madison and Central Lee school districts and the Holy Trinity Catholic schools. 
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From left to right, Emma Dravis, 17 of Denmark, and Doty, study as Andrew Troxel, a Fort Madison teacher, helps Chaeli Schneider, 
16, of Fort Madison with school work last month at the Elliott Test Kitchen. About 30 teachers volunteer to help students with their 
studies. ACT and SAT test prep also is available at the kitchen, which is open school days. See Kitchen on page 8C

“I’ve been overseas, 
and I’ve seen places 

like this in other 
countries. We saw a 
need for this in our 

community.”

Brent Zirkel,
Fort Madison teacher
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   A N Y    VA L UE

Before instant music down-
loads, and even before the 
jukebox or gramophone, 

music boxes provided their own-
ers with a way to listen to a song 
without having to have a musi-
cian present. When you think of 
a music box, you probably think 
of the one that is known as a 
plucked tooth music box.

This type of music box is 
small and has a metallic comb 
that is positioned next to a 
barrel with pins on it. When the 
barrel is turned the staggered 
pins hit the comb and produce 
the melody.

Music boxes can come in 
many sizes and produce a vari-
ety of sounds.

The plucked-tooth, barrel or 
cylinder music box was invented 
by the Swiss watchmaker 
Antoine Favre-Salomon in 1796. 
This invention was an improve-
ment on the earlier music boxes, 
which used pins hitting bells to 
produce the sound. The plucked 
tooth music box allowed for 
more varied and complex 
sounds than before, while also 
taking up less space to do so.

The large music box on 
display in the Victorian Music 
Parlor at the Heritage Center 
combines the earlier bell-based 
music boxes with the plucked-
tooth style. In addition to a large 
barrel, this music box also has 

five bells, a snare drum, and 
castanets. This music box is 
sometimes referred to as an 
Orchestra Music Box because 
of its ability to play 12 different 
songs.

The Orchestra Music Box 
donated by Harry and Virginia 
Murray is an example of how 
elaborate music boxes can be. It 
was made in Switzerland some-
time between 1850 and 1880 
and is a testament to the crafts-
manship of the Swiss in making 
music boxes.

The barrel and other musical 
components are located in the 
center of the box and covered 
by a piece of glass. This allows a 
user to lift the lid of the box and 
see the inner workings of the 
box. A decorative piece of paper 
nailed to the underside of the lid 
has the list of songs available to 
play. These songs include oper-

atic arias from “Carmen” and 
“La Traviata” and more popular 
songs such as the “Blue Bells 
of Scotland” or “God Save the 
Queen.”

On the edges of the box are 
the mechanisms used to operate 
it. On the left is a crank used to 
select the song to be played. On 
the right are two levers. Switch 
the lower lever between “Play” 
and “Stop” to play the songs. 
The upper lever provides the 
option to change songs or play 
one on repeat.

The box itself is a piece of art. 
It is made from wood with sev-
eral decorative inlays. It has two 
small mother-of-pearl inlays. 
One is on the lid of the box, and 
the second is on the front. The 
main portions of the box are 
dark brown and surrounded by 
a thin inlay of honey-colored 
wood. The outermost portions 
of the box are coated in a black 
varnish. This piece is truly a 
work of craftsmanship that is 
able to combine both art and 
entertainment.

“Out of the Attic” features artifacts 
from the collection of the Des Moines 
County Historical Society. For more 
information, to ask questions or 
to offer comments or suggestions, 
call (319) 752-7449 or email info@
dmchs.org.

Orchestra-style music box

Out of 
the Attic
Lindsey Schier
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This orches-
tra-style music 
box in the 
collection of 
the Des Moines 
County Histor-
ical Society, 
was produced 
between 1850 
and 1880 in 
Switzerland. It 
plays 12 songs, 
ranging from 
operatic arias 
to songs of the 
day.
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homework done,” Wickra-
masingha said.

Wickramasingha is in charge 
of the food side, while Zirkel and 
Troxel plan the education side. 
The two teachers have rounded 
up more than 30 area teachers 
to come in rotation to help stu-
dents with their homework and 
class prep.

“I’ve been overseas, and I’ve 
seen places like this in other 
countries. We saw a need for 
this in our community,” Zirkel 
said.

Applications to be part of the 
program are available through 
the counseling offices at each 
school. Once those are submit-
ted and approved, students can 
start signing up for nights to 
attend.

The students follow a routine 
when they come in. They arrive 
at about 3:30 p.m., and for the 
first half hour, they decompress 
from school in the area set up 
to feel like a kitchen and living 
room. Music is played, and a 
relaxed environment is created. 
At 4 p.m., the music is turned off 
and the students start to work 
on homework, class projects, or 
ACT or SAT prep.

“We’ve also signed up for a 
program called MOOC, where 
high school students can try 
out college level courses,” Zirkel 
said.

The program signs up people 
to take the ACT their junior or 
senior year. Wickramasingha 
learned fewer than 30 students 
at Fort Madison High school 
in their junior and senior years 
have taken the ACT to get into 
college.

Currently, the program sees 
five to 10 students a night, but 
the organizers are hoping to 
someday cater to 15 students 
nightly. Students signed up for 
the program don’t have to attend 
every day. In fact, Troxel encour-
ages people to look online for 
the rotation of teacher volun-
teers on the program’s website 
at tkef.org.

“We have a system that shows 
when certain teachers will be 
here, so if you know you need 

help in social studies, you can 
sign up for the days the social 
studies teachers will be here,” 
Troxel said.

When a student is admitted 
into the program, they’ll be 
given a password to access the 
scheduling section of the web-
site. From there, students can 
sign up for days to attend and 
have 24 hours to cancel any ses-
sion they signed up for.

“We know they have a lot 
going on in their lives,” Troxel 
said.

While Troxel, Zirkel and 
Wickramasingha have been 
working on the project the 
longest, the volunteers and 
donations are what is making it 
possible.

Fred Knoch, a volunteer cook 
for the program, sees the test 
kitchen as a way to give back.

“It gives the kids a little expo-
sure to cooking, and it’s a safe 
environment,” Knoch said.

His volunteer position 
isn’t too hard either. Wickra-
masingha has a plan for the 
meals ahead of time, and Knoch 

prepares the food given to him.
“I have (the students) do basic 

prep work. Getting into cooking 
a little at a time,” Knoch said.

About 5:30 p.m., after an 
hour and half of studying is 
completed, it’s time to eat a meal 
created partially by volunteers, 
partially by students.

“It’s almost got a Thanksgiv-
ing feel. We all sit at one large 
table together and eat,” Troxel 
said.

Once dinner is over, parents 
come to pick up the students.

“If she needs help it’s here, 
and the cooking side gives her 
extra incentive,” said Nicole 
Vrandenburg, who brings her 
daughter, Holy Trinity sev-
enth-grader Maya Vrandenburg, 
to the kitchen.

Fort Madison sophomore 
Mercedee Doty saw the program 
as a way to tap into the field she 
wants to go into.

“I want to go into culinary so 
this helps with that,” Doty said.

Doty also appreciates feeling 
like she’s at home when she 
comes in, which is something 

the program is striving to 
achieve.

“A lot of kids don’t have this 
stability, to be able to come 
home and get their homework 
done, and be in a safe environ-
ment after school,” Troxel said.

The program runs exclusively 
on donations. There is no regis-
tration fee to participate.

“I’m not selling a product. 
This is about education,” Wick-
ramasingha said.

The Elliott Test Kitchen is 
open any day schools are open, 
and organizers are hoping by 
next summer, the program has 
enough support to be open 
throughout the summer for stu-
dents in summer school or pro-
grams to continue working.

Donations for the Elliott Test 
Kitchen can be sent to: Test 
Kitchen Education Foundation, 
807 Avenue G, Fort Madison, 
Iowa 52627; or done online at 
tkef.org. All donations are tax 
deductible.

Kitchen
Continued from page 1 C
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Kumar Wickramasingha, founder of the Elliott Test Kitchen in 
Fort Madison, came to the United States from his native Sri 
Lanka and brought his culinary training back to southeast Iowa.


