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When the Kewanee Park District was established 100 years ago in 1919, the first park
to be developed was Northeast. It was built on property previously devoted to brick
making and coal mining and included a swimming pool billed as the largest in the
state of Illinois.

The idea of turning the property into a park was suggested by Kewanee real estate
broker AJ. Anderson at a Chamber of Commerce meeting in 1919.

E.E. Baker, president of Kewanee Boiler Company, helped turn that vision into reality
when he offered a donation of $50,000 if the citizens of Kewanee would authorize
the formation of a Kewanee Park District that would match his donation through a
bond issue and levy a sufficient tax to retire the bonds and maintain the parks of the
district. Such a referendum was passed on September 6,1919 by a vote of 349 to
153.

The first order of business for the district's board of directors was to purchase the
land from Kewanee Mining and Manufacturing located east of Main Street and north
of Tenth Street for development into what became Northeast Park.

Kewanee Mining and Manufacturing was founded in 1893 by Chester Turner and
included a brick-making facility and clay pond where today's Northeast swimming
pool and softball diamonds are located. They also had a coal mine located near Main
and 11th, north of today's main Northeast ball field. The company closed in 1905
after a fire destroyed the brick factory and by the 1910s the property became an
unkempt eyesore until it was taken over by the new park district and turned into
Northeast Park.
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The photo above of the brick-making facility shows a pond that was the source of clay for making bricks. In 1922 that pond
would be turned into the large pool shown in the photo to the right.

The swimming pool became the "most popular spot in all the Kewanee parks,"
according to a 1928 park district publication. During the 1920s attendance figures
were as high as 50,000 "bathers." And the best part, according to the park district,
was that attendance was "free to all."
Located where the brick yard pond had been, the pool was built at a cost of $17,000,
measured 310 by 144 feet, and held 750,000 gallons of water. It had a clay bottom
covered by six inches of gravel and was surrounded by an 11-foot wide concrete
walkway. The water was chlorinated, and fresh water entered the pool constantly
while the overflow exited the pool.
Although considered safe by the park district, in 1930 the state required that the
pool be closed. Plans began immediately for a new pool, which opened July 30,1931
to much fanfare, along with lights at the park's baseball diamond.
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For much more on the pool and Northeast Park visit the Kewanee Historical Society
museum and/or the society's website--kewaneehistory.com.

The two photos above, circa 1925, show the Northeast Park swimming pool that was located where the brick
company's clay pond had been located in the earlier 1900s.

