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From Wethersfield to Wethersfield to Wethersfield
Wethersfield Has Roots Going Back to New England and to a Small Village in Essex, England
Did you know that Wethersfield can trace it’s history all the
way back to first millennium in
England? Well, sort of. Here’s
the story.
In his 1999 book, FROM
WUTHA’S FELD ENGLAND TO
HOME ON THE PRAIRIE, Dave
Clarke told of the origin of the
name “Wethersfield.” The explanation came from a 1990 visit to
Kewanee by Miranda Bragg, who
lived in Wethersfield, Essex,
England. Kewaneean Greg Johnson was Ms. Bragg’s pen pal when
they both were in sixth grade.
Miranda explained that she
and many others had always
thought it came from the name
given an emasculated male sheep,
of which many were found around
the English countryside. But,
according to information Miranda found at the parish church,

sheep had nothing to do with the
origin of the name. The town
history tells that there was once a
Viking named “Wutha,” one of
many Scandinavian sea raiders
who crossed the North Sea to
Britain in the eighth through 10th
centuries. Wutha landed in an area
northeast of London, now
known as Essex, and cleared a
field, or “feld,” in the forest.
Hence, the location became
known in early times as
Wutha’s Feld, and over time
and repetition, became
pronounced “Wethersfield.”
There are a few
reminders of the
medieval era left in
the English village.
A tower in the
present parish dates
back to the Saxon
church originally built on

the site in 1200 A.D. The tower contains eight bells,
the oldest cast in 1623.
The list also includes Patrick Brontë, father of
19th century English novelists Emily and Charlotte,
authors of “Wuthering Heights” and “Jane Eyre,”
respectively.
According to information Miranda picked up at
her local tourism office, many emigrants left Essex
for the New World in Massachusetts and
Connecticut. Some of those emigrants eventually
established a village in Connecticut, which
eventually took the name “Wethersfield.”

The Wongunk Indians called the area “Pyquag,”
but the settlers first christened it Watertown.
However, in 1637, they renamed it “Wethersfield”
after the town in Essex, England, where many of
them had been born. Wethersfield was possibly
Connecticut’s first settlement.
Early Puritan churches became known as
Congregational churches, and this first Connecticut
colony was no different. The spiritual needs of the
settlers were met in the first meeting house, built in
1635.

Now our story moves to this side of the pond.
We learned about the Pilgrims in grade school,
fleeing from religious persecution in England and
arriving on the shores of Massachusetts in 1620.
John Oldham, an original Pilgrim, left the
Plymouth Colony after a dispute with Miles
Standish, and settled in Watertown, Massachusetts.
But as his unhappiness with Puritan orthodoxy grew,
he and nine others, “the Ten Adventurers,” headed
south into Connecticut in 1634, establishing a town
near the west bank of the Connecticut River. “The
Great Tidal River,” as Native Americans called it,
was banked by meadows with fertile soil for farming,
and the town site selected was on a cove which could
be used for shipping.

Homes soon dotted new streets along or near the
meadows and running toward the cove, and the
settlers learned to cultivate crops from the Wongunk.
After the Wongunk were decimated by smallpox and
other hostile Native American
tribes were defeated, Wethersfield began to grow.
By 1648, Wethersfield became a busy port for coastal and
East Indies trading. Shipping
was an important industry and ships were
built, owned, and manned by Wethersfield
seafarers. “The 'Tryall,”
the first ship built in
Connecticut, was launched in 1649.
Exports included pipe
staves, farm animals, flax
seed, and agricultural products, especially the famous Wethersfield red
onion. At the height of the export trade, one million
bunches of onions were shipped annually. It was
said the 1761 Congregational church/meeting house
was paid for by residents in the form of ropes of

onions, and it became known as “the “church that
onions built.”

As Wethersfield commerce produced more goods,
it became more wealthy, and it also became more
prominent in the growing country.
But with the collapse of the trade with the
Caribbean in the 1810s as the result of the abolition
movement and a red onion blight, the economy suffered.
With primogeniture meaning few opportunities for
those not fortunate to have been a “first-born” child,
young men looked to the west where inexpensive land
was available. This coincided with a religious
movement that was part manifest destiny, part antiCatholic, and part profit motivated.
The confluence of those factors led to an 1835
meeting in the Wethersfield, Connecticut, Congregational church/meeting house at which the seeds
were planted for the Wethersfield Colony in Henry
County, Illinois, the birthing of what became our
hometown(s).
(Long-time Wethersfield resident and writer Dave
Clarke contributed significantly to this article. Dave is
also one of my sounding boards for my research and
writing on Kewanee and Wethersfield, and I rely on his
knowledge and good judgment.)
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