
 

 
 
 
 
 

Moses Fleetwood (“Fleets”) Walker was the first 
black man to play profes-
sional baseball in the Majors, 
in 1884, 63 years before 
Jackie Robinson and the re-
integration of MLB. But he 
and other blacks suffered 
from indignities and, at times, 
vicious practices intended to 
drive them out of the game.  

For instance, Frank Grant, 
one of the best second basemen 
of his era, had to wear homemade wooden shin guards 

to protect his legs from hard-
sliding runners kicking their 
spikes at his body.  

Ultimately the tactics 
worked, and blacks were 
soon driven out of the 
Majors by the viciousness 
and Jim Crow racism. But 
that didn’t stop blacks from 
playing ball, Kewanee’s 
blacks included.  

Louis Thomas Reynolds was born in Frankfort, 
Missouri, in 1872, seven years after the Civil War 
ended. Over the course of his life, he became known 
among most Kewaneeans as the face of Kewanee 
baseball, Kewanee’s “Mister Baseball.”  
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From Missouri, Lou’s family moved to Abingdon, 
Illinois, where relatives from Virginia resided, and 
Lou began playing baseball at the age of fifteen. He 
played left field for the Hedding College team, and 
then joined the Abingdon Globe Overall Co. team, 
pitching and playing first base, the position he would 
play for most of the rest of his baseball career. He 
played around Abingdon and Galesburg until making 
his way to Kewanee. But over the years, he returned 
regularly to Abingdon to visit his son who lived with 
Lou’s parents. 

Lou arrived in Kewanee in the early 1890s. By 
1893, he was working as a hostler (a groom or stable 
worker), probably at  Guest’s wagon shop. He was 
one of about thirty blacks living in Kewanee at a time 
its population was hovering around 4,500 citizens.  

Lou picked up baseball again in Kewanee, playing 
first for the Hibernians baseball team, also known as 
the “Shamrocks.” In 1896, he joined a team backed 
by a community commitment to bring quality base-
ball to Kewanee, managed by John Bannister, and 
playing at a new ball field at the fairgrounds. 

Lou then played at least two seasons for the 
Chicago Unions, a professional black baseball team. 
In 1897, he was the team’s player-captain and first 
baseman.  Lou was also the leading hitter for the 
Unions’ championship team, called the “Colored 
Champions of the West.”  

In 1898, Lou was back in Kewanee, playing ball 
again locally while driving a hack for William Dugger.  

Unfortunately, Lou had to fend off racial taunts 
regularly. As reported in the Daily Star Courier, in a 
game in Cambridge, “some young men had the ill 
breeding to insult Louis Reynolds because he was a 
colored man.” 

In February 1899, Lou set up a bootblacking chair 
at the Kewanee House. But he then joined the black 
ball team the Columbia Giants in Chicago later in the 
year, after which he rejoined the Unions for the 
balance of that season. 

From 1901 through 1903, Lou played for John 
Brady’s Kewanee Regulars at the new Crystal Lake 
field.   



 

When not playing ball, Lou was back at the 
Kewanee Hotel working as a porter. In 1902, he then 
secured a janitorial position at the Washington School. 

In April 1903, Lou married Mrs. Emma J. 
Hamilton. The Kewanee Daily Star Courier noted 
that “[t]he groom is well known in Kewanee . . . and 
his reputation as a fast baseball player is by no 
means confined to this locality. He is well thought 
of here . . . .” 

From that point on, except for a stint as a driver 
for Guest Laundry, Lou continued to work as a 
janitor all over town – in the schools, the Elks Club, 
and Union State Savings Bank & Trust, to name a 
few places of employment. But he still managed to 
play some ball, always amazing those who saw him 
with his continued prowess. 

By the second decade of the twentieth century, 
Lou and Emma bought a house at 601 O’Dea Street, 
where he lived for the remainder of his life.  

After Emma died in 1928, Lou married Mamie 
Wright on Easter Sunday in 1929. She died in 1945. 
In April 1948, Lou married Ms. Willie Riggs.  

But just eight months later in late December 1948, 
Lou passed away. His only son had preceded him in 
death a year earlier. 

Even after he stopped playing, Lou followed 
baseball, including local ball at Northeast Park.  He 
also kept in touch with former Negro League players 
and friends. 

Lou was an active member and a trustee of 
Kewanee’s Bethel A. M. E. Church. He was active in 
other civic affairs and organizations, including the 
Century Club. Lou was also the uncle of Kewaneean 
Walter T. Bailey, a well-known architect recently 
honored with a Kewanee Walldog mural. 

But baseball was Lou’s game. He often traveled 
to other nearby towns to play on other teams, and 
played with other Kewanee teams. When not 
playing, he umpired games. And he even began a 
black baseball league in Kewanee. 

Here’s a brief summary of highlights from his 
early career, as reported in the October 2, 1903, Daily 
Star Courier: 

“During [the last] 17 years of ball playing he has 
made the remarkable record of batting over .300 for 
each season. He has played ball In twelve different 
states and in Canada. He has done some wonderful 

batting stunts, one of the greatest being in a game 
between Woodhull and Kewanee. when he got three 
home runs in one inning, Kewanee winning the game 
by the score of 28 to 5. . . . Another notable batting 
feat was in a game against the Chicago Edgars, on 
Easter Sunday, 1897, in which he got two home runs, 
one two-base hit. and a single in four times at bat. In 
another game in 1897. in which the Chicago Unions 
defeated the Indianapolis Western League team, with 
the famous Jot Goar pitching, he got four hits, 
winning the game in the ninth inning with a home 
run.”  

If you get a chance, check out more of Lou’s story 
as found in the Kewanee Public Library’s newspaper 
archives and at the Kewanee Historical Society. You 
won’t be disappointed. 
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