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The Kewanee Firemen’s Tournament
Our Hometown Hosted the Illinois Firemen’s Association’s Feature Event in 1907
“A glorious life, a firemen’s! . . . The firemen
were on the roofs of the houses, handsome as Greek
heroes, and it really did look as if they were engaged
in slaying an enormous dragon that hissed and
tongued at them, and writhed its tail, paddling its
broken big red wings in the pit of wreck and smoke,
twisting and darkening - something fine to
conquer . . . .” George Meredith, The Adventures of
Harry Richmond (1871).

competitions held between fire departments, events
which highlighted to the public the import of
firemen’s work.
In 1907, Kewanee hosted the IFA’s eighteenth
annual firemen’s tournament. The planned three-day
event began on Tuesday, July 16. Hundreds of
firemen from across the state arrived in Kewanee to

Firefighting has never been that glamorous, but it
has always been important work, even in the
nineteenth century. In most instances, it was a
thankless job, with poor pay, long hours, antiquated
equipment, dangerous working conditions, and little
municipal support. As a result, firefighters wanted
opportunities to interact with their peers and share
ideas, information, and concerns.
In 1889, a number of fire chiefs and delegates met
and formed the Illinois Firemen’s Association. The
IFA held annual meetings and took numerous actions
to improve safety for firemen and the conditions in
which they toiled.
Annual fire tournaments were a way to bring
together firemen and departments. They also became
huge annual events with parades and various
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participate before large crowds, first in a large parade
and then in tournament contests at the fairgrounds. In
addition, the 30-member Redmen band entertained
the crowds each evening on the east side of city hall.
Officers and delegates of the IFA, as well as other
dignitaries, arrived on Monday before the start of the
planned events. The Star Courier reported that
“[h]undreds of visitors have been coming in on all
trains and on the interurban and interest in the
tourney in the city is keen.”
Unfortunately, inclement weather interfered with
Kewanee’s best-laid plans.
First, Tuesday’s parade, scheduled to start at
10:00 a.m., was pushed back to 2 p.m. because of a
steady downpour.
When it finally began, the parade left city hall,
traveled south on Tremont to Prospect, west on
Prospect to Chestnut, north on Chestnut to Third, east
on Third back to city hall, south on Tremont to
Second, east on Second to Main, north on Main to
Third, and west on Third to Tremont. Whew!
B. F. Baker was the marshal of the parade. In
addition to all of the teams of firemen and their

equipment, the parade included the Redmen band,
city council members, and IFA state officers (the
latter two groups riding in closed carriages).
Firemen teams and equipment appearing included
teams from Arcola, Belleville, Blue Island, Bushnell,
Chicago Heights, Clinton, Dixon, Downer’s Grove,
Edwardsville, Farmington, Galva, Geneseo, Harvey,
Hoopeston, Iowa, Ladd, Mt. Olive, New Athens,
Peru, Princeton, Riverdale, Staunton, Stockton,
Sullivan Charleston, Venice, Warren, Wheaton, and
Wyanet.
The newspaper recounted that “[t]he firemen, clad
in their dark blue uniforms, made a good showing.
The old Kewanee Volunteer Fire department with
bright red shirts, white belts and white caps was one
of the most attractive features of the parade.” A first
place $25 prize was given to the best appearing team.
The visiting firemen and others from out-of-town
were impressed with the decorations adorning the
city, including 1500 pounds of bunting, making the
Kewanee event the best decorated city in memory.
According to the paper, several thousand people
were in the business district to watch the parade.
However, even though the parade could take place

despite the rain, all of Tuesday’s events at the
fairgrounds were postponed because of the wet track.
The next day, the rest of the tournament began in
earnest.
A baseball game between Farmington and
Kewanee led off Wednesday morning, and on
Thursday morning the Kewanee nine played Bushnell.
Then the events at the fairground began.
Admission to the events was 25 cents for adults and
15 cents for children.
The events included 100 yard foot races, ladder
climbing races, hose races; other races combining
running and specialty firemen skills, hook and ladder
races, hub and hub hook and ladder races, and
hitching contests. There was a list of 28 rules
governing the conduct of the events, as the firemen
competed for “supremacy and generous purses.” A
crowd of 3,500 attended the events on Wednesday
and a similar-sized crowd attended on Thursday.
Kewanee’s Nip and Tuck horse team won the
horse hose wagon contest, defeating Princeton by
four-fifths of a second. Kewanee also won the
hitching contest, beating Princeton, even though the

team of Tom and Jerry pulled a much heavier wagon.
The city’s paper noted that the police had little to
do during the tourney, only one or two “mix-ups” but
no fines imposed. There were some reports of
women being “insulted,” but the chief said that while
“the visitors will be given many privileges . . . the
insulting of women will not be tolerated.”
In an event of both bad and good fortune,
Thursday morning, Mr. Clouston discovered his
summer kitchen on East Street ablaze. But what
better time to have a fire, with hundreds of firemen
in town. The nearby Peru fire team saw the fire and
quickly extinguished it.
Due to the rain on Tuesday, the tournament was
extended to Friday. Unfortunately, the rainy weather
at the start of the tourney caused the event to lose
money. Even though an estimated 8,000 people paid
to attend the events at the fairground, adding an extra
day resulted in the association losing several hundred
dollars.
Nevertheless, the tournament was a feather in
Kewanee’s cap, once again emphasizing its place
among the leading cities of north central Illinois.
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