
 
  

 
 
 
 
 

“What a pity it is that there isn't a river, or 
brook, or lake, or pond, or puddle in or near 
Kewanee. What the little folks miss in this 
regard, cannot be told.  We noticed on Saturday 
a lot of little girls trying to dam up a little stream 
of water, so they could sail their boats, but it was 
mighty poor fun. How those little folks would 
have enjoyed playing where there was a decent 
brook or river.”  

That was the lament of Kewanee citizens as late as 
the summer of 1879, because Kewanee then had no 
bodies of water for recreational use.    

But that was soon to change.    

While Baker Park, Windmont Park, Glen Oak Park, 
Northeast Park, San Souci Park, and even Terminal 
Park may come to mind as Kewanee parks with lakes, 
the first lake in Kewanee was simply referred to as “the 
lake,” in what later was referred to simply as Lake Park 
or East Lake Park.  It’s location?  Why, of course, on 
what became Lake Street, east of downtown.  

How did the first Kewanee lake come about, and 
what happened to it?    

Just as Kewanee itself, its first lake owed its 
existence to the railroad.  

In early May 1879, the Chicago, Burlington & 
Quincy Railroad was seeking a permanent source of 
water for its Kewanee depot, water trains needed to 
generate steam.  The Kewanee Independent, the city’s 
newspaper, supported the idea, because if true,  

“Kewanee will be one of the most important 
stations along the line between Aurora and 
Galesburg. With abundant water . . . why should 
it not be?  These improvements will give a 
decided impetus to all business.” 

C. B. & Q. supervisors and surveyors met with local 
officials and visited potential locations for a water 
supply.  They ultimately proposed building a dam 
across the west branch of the Spoon River to create a 
40 acre reservoir with a maximum depth of about 10 
feet.    

By the end of May, the C. B. & Q. leased land, 
including that owned by prominent Kewanee attorney 
and citizen Charles K. Ladd, and began the project.  

By July, the dam was nearly complete and 
excavation for the reservoir continued.  In early 
August, the dam was completed and four-inch iron pipe 
was being laid four feet deep from the reservoir to the 
depot.  Earlier rains started filling the new lake after 
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excavation ceased.  In late August, an engine was 
installed to pump water to the depot 

By October, C. B. & Q. was using water from the 
lake, although the lake was not yet full.  The paper 
predicted that, when the lake was full,  

“[w]e suppose the Haxtun Co., O’Brien Bros. 
and Perkins will use it, as the Company have 
[sic] permitted them to tap their main.  This 
water supply is going to be one of the institutions 
of Kewanee.”  

As the temperature dropped below freezing, 
Kewaneeans discovered the lake was an ideal place to 
ice skate, and there was talk of running a “hack” to the 
lake two or three nights a week to transport skaters.  

Unfortunately, late December rains washed out part 
of the dam, draining part of the lake.  But by January 
1880, the dam was repaired, and in February, the paper 
reported that there was plenty of water in the lake.  
More rain challenged the strength of the dam, and it 
stood the test.  

Some youngsters, however, discovered in early 
February the dangers of thin ice after the partial 
draining, and “several got dunked.  There are two 
young ladies who don’t think it fun to take a plunge 
through the ice, seated on a sled. ‘Ugh.’”  By the end 
of the month, skaters returned in full force, although the 
paper feared that “[s]ome one will have to be drowned 
before it will be comprehended that there is any danger 
in skating on unsound ice.”  Luckily, as of the 
beginning of May, no one had yet drowned at the lake!  

By late May, the lake was full again, with water 
splashing over the dam.  There was also talk of the 

possibility of boating on the lake, although the paper 
suggested that there would be a need for decent 
management to keep the lake from being monopolized 
by “a few boys and roughs.”  

The summer of 1880 saw a hack line regularly 
carrying lake-goers to and from downtown.  In 
addition, guests at the Kewanee House were treated by 
the proprietor to a hack to the lake.  

That summer also saw the first “shipwreck” on the 
lake.  Apparently Mr. Ladd, entertaining a party from 
Galva on a boat, placed too much of his weight on one 
side of the craft, causing the boat to flip his guests into 
the lake.  No one was hurt, but the paper suggested that 
“C. K. should study up a little in the science of 
navigation.” 

While in for deserved criticism for his boating skills, 
Charles K. Ladd was a primary mover in making the 
lake into a true recreation destination.    

Charles Ladd was born in 1839 in Wilmot, New 
Hampshire, and moved to Kewanee in the 1860s with 
his parents.  After law school, he returned to Kewanee 
where he would live until his death in 1908.  Mr. Ladd 
was a man of national prominence in politics, and had 
a state-wide reputation as an attorney, representing 
Western Tube Company (later Walworth) from its 
inception, as well as the C. B. & Q. and other major 
companies in a variety of industries.  He was respected 
even more in Kewanee than outside of Kewanee.  He 
was instrumental in beginning the Kewanee Public 
Library and was considered its father.  Mr. Ladd was 
very active in voluntary civic affairs, but he shunned 
public office for the most part.  Judge Graves said of 
him upon his death:   



 
  

“Generous impulses, breath of sympathy, 
kindness and charity, public spirit, loyalty to his 
home city, of all these he had more than his 
share.” 

Because the new lake and the surrounding area was 
Mr. Ladd’s property, he could have kept the public 
away.  But that would have been inconsistent with his 
character.    

So in addition to the skating and other recreational 
activities he permitted on his land, Mr. Ladd built a 
boat house in 1881, put up lighting, put in boats for 
public use, and encouraged the use of the lake and park-
like area adjacent to it.  He often gave free use of the 
boats to civic groups.  

In 1883, Mr. Ladd had built the “Rustic Pavilion” at 
the lake, and planted vines and climbing plants around 
it.  Here’s how the paper described it:  

“Among the many improvements constantly 
going on at the “lake” is a new rustic summer 
house, which has been built at the point of the 
lake south of the boat house.  It is one of the 
neatest jobs of the kind we have seen, and makes 
an excellent place to take a rest and for picnic 
visitors to land. It commands a view of nearly the 
whole lake, and catches every breeze that 
attempts to stir.  It is both ornamental and 
comfortable, and Mr. Ladd is entitled to much 
credit for furnishing this pleasant resort.  . . . 

Next year Mr. Ladd intends to enlarge and 
beautify the grounds, making them one of the 
most attractive spots to be found.”  

The following year, the paper gushed that   

“we know of no better pace to go than “Lake 
Park” where they can have a row or a sail on the 
lake and a stroll among the flower beds, or a 
lounge in the green house.  Every thing is in first 
class order and cannot but afford much pleasure 
to any one seeking it.”  

Even the Galva newspaper recognized the beauty of 
Lake Park:  

“We are indebted to the courtesy of Mr. Charlie 
Ladd for a delightful sail on the Kewanee Lake 
last Saturday.  Mr. Ladd has built a new green 
house at the lake and the grounds are being laid 
out in flower beds and planted with choice 
flowers. This is fast becoming a popular pleasure 
resort and it is bound to increase in popularity 
so long as the genial Ladd has the management.” 

Over the ensuing years, Lake Park became the place 
to go for boating, fishing, picnicking, strolling – even 
fireworks offered by Mr. Ladd. Mr. Ladd continued to 
generously offer free of charge use of Lake Park, its 
boats, and the overall experience to civic and other 
groups, such as the high school students whose card of 

thanks is to below. Lake Park’s popularity continued 
for a while even after the dam broke sometime in late 
1897 or early 1898, draining the lake permanently.  
Although there no longer was swimming, fishing, or 
boating, the trees furnished luxurious shade and 
support for swings and hammocks, a dancing platform 
waxed to perfection provided “terpsichorean” pleasure, 
and the nearby refreshment stand delivered treats to 
visitors.  Lake Street was still well-traveled to Lake 



 
  

Park, even thought there no longer was a “Lake.”  

However, all good things must come to an end.  The 
new century brought new and different needs, 
including a need for public transportation. 

In 1901, electric railway proponents began planning 
a streetcar system in Kewanee and interurban transport 
between Kewanee and Galva. Kewanee granted the 
Galesburg and Kewanee Electric Railway Company a 
franchise, and the company began planning how to 
make a system viable.  Given the popularity of Lake 
Park, it was natural for the company to plan a route 
from downtown to the park.  In order to make the park 
destination even more likely to draw riders, it proposed 
adding a lake and enhancing the recreation area.   

Within a short period, Lake Park became Terminal 
Park, although the names were used somewhat 
interchangeably for a while.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Just as the rails gave life to Lake Park, the rails took 
Lake Park away.  

But the “lake” and Lake Park were the beginning, 
not the end, of lakes and lake parks in Kewanee.  
Because of the “lake,” and Mr. Ladd and Lake Park, 
Kewaneeans knew the need for “a river, or brook, or 
lake, or pond, or puddle in or near Kewanee” where 
little – and big – folks could enjoy playing in and 
around a refreshing body of water.  It was not long 
before Windmont, Oak Glen, San Souci, and other 
lakes and waters graced the land in and around 
Kewanee.    
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