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Wethersfield to Wethersfield
An Updated Chronicle of the Founding of Wethersfield, Illinois
We know the general story of the founding of
Wethersfield, Illinois, in 1836. But while searching
for something else, I found letters from Rev. Ithamar
Pillsbury, one of our Wethersfield founders, written
to his wife while he was on the journey to what
became Wethersfield, Illinois. Here is an update on
the story we know.
As you may recall, in the mid-1830s, Protestants
feared an expansion of Catholicism in the
Mississippi valley. On February 15, 1836, in
Wethersfield, Connecticut, a group of men met at the
Congregational Church to discuss a plan of action to
counter the perceived threat.

William Wheeler from Milford, Rev. Harvey Talcott
from Chatham, and Sullivan Howard from Madison.
In early March, 1836, a committee comprised of
Col. Sylvester Blish, Rev. Ithamar Pillsbury (founder
of the Andover Colony in Illinois the year before),
and surveyor Elizur Goodrich, left for Illinois to find
and buy land.
Here begins the story with new information
gleaned from Rev. Pillsbury’s writings.
After leaving Wethersfield, they traveled
southwest through New York, New Jersey, and into
Pennsylvania, arriving in Philadelphia on March 12.

They formed the “Connecticut Association” to
establish a colony for “promoting the cause of
education and piety” in Illinois. After soliciting other
members, they sold stock in the Association.

Then, traveling through what Rev. Pillsbury
described as a “very unpleasant and tedious” night,
they arrived in Baltimore to spend the first Sabbath
of their journey.

Wethersfield citizens attending the February 15,
1836, meeting were Caleb J. Tenney, Chester
Bulkley, Elisha Wolcott, Archibald Welch, G.
Montague, Alfred Glinn, Henry Little, and Merritt
Butler. Others attending were Rev. John Marsh from
Philadelphia; Rev. Ralph Emerson from Andover,

The next day, they traveled to Washington D.C.
and then back to Baltimore to begin their trek
westward.
On March 15, the group started on the National
Road across the Alleghany Mountains to Wheeling,
then in Virginia and across the Ohio River from

Ohio. In Wheeling, they boarded the steamboat
Junius bound for Cincinnati. They arrived in
Cincinnati on March 20, where they spent the second
Sabbath of their sojourn.
On Monday in Cincinnati, Rev. Pillsbury
purchased material for a saw mill for the Andover
colony. He also purchased and loaded onto the steam
boat material for the home he would build for himself
and his wife in Illinois. The material included four
windows, a half-box of 8” x 10” glass, and a cooking
stove and pipe, which, with the other material,
amounted to over 2000 lbs. An old friend living in
Cincinnati also gave Rev. Pillsbury plant slips and
grafts for later planting in the Andover Colony.
On Tuesday, March 22, the Junius set off for St.
Louis. Rev. Pillsbury wrote his wife that “[w]e have
the most moral and religious set of passengers that

ever formed a travelling company on these Rivers –
of seven different nations – two Indians from beyond
the Rocky Mountains of the Nazpersee Tribe with
three Missionaries and their wives . . . . We have
prayers every night with singing. I hear no
swearing.”
Rev. Pillsbury reported that there were 100 more
boats on the river that year compared to the number
just a year earlier.
The Junius made a short stop in Louisville and
then continued on the Ohio River. The steamboat
arrived at the confluence of the Ohio and Mississippi
Rivers on March 26. But Rev. Pillsbury told his wife
that “the Mississippi is high and the current is strong,
and our progress is slow.”
The steam boat arrived in St. Louis on March 28.

But Rev. Pillsbury wrote home that “[he] was
detained [in St. Louis] more than a week waiting for
a Steam Boat [heading north toward Galena to drop
them at the Illinois River.] He also reported that “the
weather has been cold.”
Finally, around April 7, the three men arrived at
the confluence of the Mississippi and Illinois Rivers
and headed northward to Pekin and Peoria.
During the trip, Rev. Pillsbury wrote to his wife
that “I find Messrs. Goodrich & Blish my fellow
travelers very worthy men.”
Peoria was a sleepy little river town in newlycreated Peoria County, with a population of around
200 residents.
After disembarking and arranging for horses, a
wagon, and driver for Rev. Pillsbury’s supplies, they
headed off to the Andover Colony. They traveled ill-

maintained postal roads to Knoxville, then north
through Hendersonville, finally arriving in Andover.
There were only two other cabins there when they
arrived, but other colonists from out east were
expected to arrive later that summer to populate the
Andover Colony.
After unloading Rev. Pillsbury’s materials in
Andover, the horses, wagon, and driver returned to
Peoria. Col. Blish and Mr. Goodrich helped Rev.
Pillsbury in Andover for a few days, and then the
three men began making exploratory trips on foot
around Andover. But because, as Rev. Pillsbury
wrote, “the land has been taken up so much during
the winter . . . we have not yet fixed upon a location
[for the Association] . . . We have one in view and
expect to examine it next week.”

The year before, Rev. Pillsbury had scouted the
land east of Andover, and so around April 27, he,
Col. Blish, and Mr. Goodrich struck out for a twenty
plus mile trek through the prairie grass and
occasional groves of trees. They stayed overnight in
a deserted cabin in Sugar Tree Grove, near today’s
Cambridge, and then proceeded the next morning to
Barren Grove, now Kewanee, where they set up
camp that evening near a small slough running
eastward.

Connecticut to report the results of the committee’s
expedition.
Later that year, another expedition led by another
Connecticut Association committee returned to the
Wethersfield Colony to survey and lay out a town
plat, and to divide the timber land into 20 acre lots.
Soon, the Wethersfield colonists began to arrive
in earnest.
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The next morning, they headed a mile or so south
to where Barren Grove ended and the prairie spread
before them, near a another slough running west to
east, near today’s Mill and Tenney Streets. It was
there the Connecticut Association’s land purchasing
committee found what became the Wethersfield
Colony.
The committee eventually selected 99 quartersections of land split almost evenly between what
became Wethersfield and Kewanee Townships, for a
total of over 15,000 acres.

to be continued . . .

On May 7, 1836, the men recorded the purchase
of the land from the government and then prepared
to head back to Andover.
Rev. Pillsbury remained in the Andover Colony
while Col. Blish and Mr. Goodrich traveled back to
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