
 

 
 
 
 
 

The Chautauqua movement was a U.S. 
development in adult education in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries, originating at the Chautauqua 
Lake Sunday School Assembly in western New York 
in 1874. Initially, it focused on religious education, 
but soon the movement grew to encompass general 
education, recreation, and popular entertainment. 
Later, it included year-round nondenominational 
courses of directed home reading and 
correspondence study.  

Kewanee organized its own reading and study 
group in November 1885, the “Chautauqua 
Literary and Scientific Circle,” to “ promote 
habits of reading and study, in nature, art, science, 
and in secular and sacred literature, in connection 
with the routine of daily life, so as to develop the 
habit of close, connected, persistent thinking.” 

The movement continued to expand, and 
“chautauqua parks” became popular, with cities, 
towns, and villages planning pleasant outdoor 
surroundings for their citizens’ intellectual and 
spiritual growth. 

As Kewanee continued its growth into the 20th 
century, the city’s leading businessmen looked 

toward the future and the need to find ways to 
encourage business development.  

In 1905, the Business Men’s Association of 
Kewanee announced “a scheme for ‘Boosting 
Kewanee.’” It proposed purchasing 118 acres on the 
west end of Kewanee and Wethersfield, reserving a 
strip 230 feet wide along the length of the existing 
railroad tracks for businesses, with the remainder 
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platted for city lots, except for nine acres reserved for 
a “chautauqua grounds” in a beautiful grove of trees. 

The land intended for the park, called “Blish’s 
woods,” was a remnant of the southwestern tip of the 
Big Barren Grove hardwood forest. The Blish family  
had owned the land since the early days of the 
Wethersfield colony. Original colonist Sylvester 
Blish purchased the land, where it is believed he built 
a rudimentary log home which served as the colony’s 
first hotel and post office. As early as the mid-1870s, 
the grove of trees was used as a picnic area, as 
evidenced by a story in the Kewanee Independent 
publisherd on July 9, 1873, reporting on an otherwise 
“spiritless” Fourth of July: 

By 1907, the “new” park was being used for group 
outings, with the convenience of the nearby Kewanee 
& Galva Interurban railway stop at Pine St. an in-
ducement to head out to the west side of town for a 
picnic. 

The Kewanee Daily Star Courier reported on the 
beauty of the park: “It was our pleasure to look at 
some very beautiful scenery. The signs of 
approaching autumn were everywhere to be seen, the 
beautiful golden leaves were falling and the scent of 
the early fall flowers was floating on the soft breeze. 
Our attention was especially called to the many large 
and wide-sweeping walnut trees, and to the bountiful 
crop of walnuts, as they covered the ground where 
they had fallen from the stately trees. It was a sight 
not to be forgotten soon.” 

On another occasion, the newspaper told of a 
“most enjoyable time . . . reported from Chautauqua 
Park by a party of young people who held a weenie 
roast and marshmallow toast Monday evening. The 
time was spent socially and in playing games. A large 

bonfire was built where coffee was made, weenies 
roasted and marshmallows toasted. Special music 
was furnished on an accordion. At a late hour, all left 
for home feeling that the time was one to be long 
remembered.” 

In addition to use by groups of friends and 
families, many schools, civic groups, and churches 
made use of the park, too. 

The park was not without its problems, however. 
The trustees periodically had to post notices in the 
paper that “[s]tock grazing in Chautauqua Park, 
located between Division and Pine streets, is 
positively forbidden!” 

In 1919, due to the 
munificence of E. E. 
Baker, Kewanee organ-
ized a park district “to 
establish, build, improve 
and maintain parks, pub-
lic grounds, public build-
ings, public baths and 
playgrounds . . . .”  

The park district be-
gan developing plans for 
a 99-acre park on the 
northwest side, with drives, 
walks, and picnic grounds; another park on the 
northeast side, complete with playgrounds, a 
swimming pool and bath house, tennis courts and a 
baseball field; and a playground in front of the Boiler 
Company, with a small bathing pool and bath house, 
along with playground equipment. 

The park district also announced plans to take 
over responsibility for Chautauqua Park. By 1921, it 
had completed its plan to annex the old park and 
almost triple its size, with Division St. bordering it 
on the south, Prospect St. on the north, Junior 
Avenue on the east and Dodge Street and Burlington 
Avenue on the west. In addition to greatly expanding 
the grounds for picnics, plans included eventual car 
camping sites. 

Finally, on Sunday, July 23, 1922, the new 
Chautauqua Park was dedicated. The Galesburg & 
Kewanee Electric Railway provided cars running to 
and from Pine St. every 12 minutes from 2:00 p.m. 
until the end of the celebration. Chautauqua Park was 
reborn. 
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The camping sites, called “tourists’ camps” in the 
1920s, replaced temporary tourists’ camps set up at 

Windmont 
Park. 

While initially free, the 
popularity of the camps  

caused the Park District to charge fifty cents per car 
“to eliminate nuisance,” and the fee included “ample 
police protection twenty-four hours a day.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The park has changed over time. There no longer 
are camping sites. But there is still picnicking, a 
frisbee golf course, and volleyball courts. However, 
regardless of the forms of recreation, for over a 
century, Chautauqua Park has been a vital part of the 
landscape of Kewanee. (Oddly, there is no evidence 
of any “chautauqua-style” public meetings held there.) 

I remember fishing and playing baseball at 
Windmont Park, and playing ball and swimming at 
Northeast Park. But Chautauqua Park was special for 
me. It might have been because my grandparents lived 
only a block or so away. But I think it was the graceful 
beauty of an idyllic setting, the gentle undulation of 
the land covered by majestic trees, a dappled, grassy 
undergrowth with sunlight peering through the broad 
leaves. A place of timelessness. A place of serenity. A 
place for introspection. 

Kewanee Daily Star 
Courier, July 24, 1922 
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