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1851 – A Fateful Year for Wethersfield
The Terrain Caused the Railroad to Bypass the Village and Led to the Founding of Kewanee

Part II
Last week we analyzed the geographical and
financial underpinnings for the railroad’s decision to
bypass Wethersfield. Now let’s look at what
subsequently happened, which lends further support
to the idea that it was the terrain which forced the
railroad’s decision. We’ll also hear from early
Wethersfield historians and pioneers on the issue.
The final blow to Wethersfield occurred when the
railroad located the depot to the north rather than to
the west of Wethersfield, sometime after authorizations were made for the purchase of depot
properties, beginning in December 1851.
In fact, one of Wethersfield’s founders and first
colonists, Sylvester Blish, granted the railroad a
right-of-way through the northeast quarter of Section
33 in what became Kewanee Township (bordered on
the west by what became Main Street and spanning
the railroad to the north and south – see the quartersection marked in blue on an 1860 township map).
Blish had granted rights-of-way through other land
he owned along the road, but his inside knowledge of
the engineer’s survey could have caused him to

know, or at least hope, that a depot was planned there
- it could be just a coincidence, but Blish was
appointed to the board of directors at about the time
he granted a right-of-way through Section 33. (The
depot was eventually located in the northwest quarter
Section 33, on the other side of today’s Main Street,

but after Blish was removed from the board.)

ILLINOIS, tracks Kett’s book, so it offers no new
insight.
In Henry L. Kiner’s 1910 book, HISTORY OF
HENRY COUNTY, ILLINOIS, James Knox Blish wrote
about the road bypassing communities, such as
Wethersfield and Princeton, but he said nothing
about the reasons why. In the other Blish writings
that we’ve found, we’ve not run across any other
explanation he’s given.
Kiner does mention that Bishop Hill declined the
CMTR’s request to run through that colony, resulting
in the road moving further east and thus creating
Galva. It would seem likely that, if Wethersfield
similarly refused the road, Kiner, if told about it,
would have written about it.

By the end of October 1852, the board had hired
a new engineer, John M. Berrien, authorized additional contracts for grading and preparing the road,
and authorized the “purchase of iron (rail) and
machinery for the road.” By the end of 1852, the
Chicago Tribune’s ANNUAL REVIEW OF THE TRADE,
BUSINESS AND GROWTH OF CHICAGO AND THE
NORTHWEST reported that the road was all graded
(although at the time, the road extending to Mendota
had not been contemplated so more grading would
be needed later).
Simply put, features which made Wethersfield
attractive to its original colonists, including Mill
Creek, ultimately pushed the railroad a mile and a
half to the north.
So what have others written about this and other
theories of why the railroad bypassed Wethersfield?
Only 23 years after the railroad was completed, H.
F. Kett & Co.’s 1877 book, HISTORY OF HENRY
COUNTY, ILLINOIS, IT'S TAXPAYERS AND VOTERS,
said it was the terrain that determined the route:
“Strenuous efforts were made by the citizens of
Wethersfield, one mile to the south, to secure
the passage of the railroad through their town.
Owing to heavy grades and the crossing of a
stream, involving a large extra expense, this
was not acceded to by the company . . . .”
The Chapman Brothers’ 1885 book, PORTRAIT
AND BIOGRAPHICAL ALBUM OF HENRY COUNTY,

Frank Craig, former Wethersfield school superintendent and author of the 1925 book, SKETCHES OF
WETHERSFIELD TOWNSHIP, 1836-1925, was the first
source we found which suggested another theory of
why the CMTR bypassed Wethersfield. In a 1940s
issue of VERDE MONS, a journal Craig published in
support of amatuer journalism, he wrote that
“[t]he Military Tract railroad could have been
constructed through the village of Wethersfield
by subscribing to the stock of that railroad. The
village fathers were against subscribing to the
stock of the railroad . . . .”
Craig, however, did not offer any factual support for
his belief, but only inferred, from later failed 1868
and 1899 attempts by Wethersfield to attract
railroads, that they were against the CMTR route in
the 1850s.
There have been suggestions that Wethersfield
village meeting minutes support Craig’s theory, but
we’ve not been able to find them. Moreover, it’s
more likely than not that, even if such minutes do or
did exist, they would only record the decision not to
subscribe to stock and nothing more.
In addition, and while not dispositive, we’ve
searched Kewanee online newspapers and other
sources, and found no firsthand account from any of
the original pioneers supporting Craig’s theory. In
fact, the only stories we’ve found relating the
thoughts of original Wethersfield colonists support,
or at least don’t contradict, the theory that it was the
CTMR’s engineer’s analysis of the terrain which
decided the final location of the road.

For instance, as mentioned earlier, James Knox
Blish’s writings are silent on the reasons why the
railroad bypassed Wethersfield.
Rodney Little arrived with his parents in Wethersfield as an 11 year-old in 1836. In 1936, his son, Louis
Little, told the Kewanee Star Courier that Rodney told
him that the route was originally plan-ned to go
through the business section of Wethersfield:
“Father told me [the story] many the time, and
father knew what he was talking about. . . . [I]t
would have cut right across the northeast one
quarter of secion 9, . . . cut section 4 in half
from southwest to northeast going through the
business section of Wethersfield along the
ridge northeast and entering Kewanee
township at about section 33.”

On April 11, 1851, less than a month after CMTR
directors began visiting villages along the proposed
railroad route, including Wethersfield, Blish purchased four village lots from Jeduthan Hubbard – Lot
Nos. 35, 36, 49, and 50 shown in blue on the 1860 map
– the entire block bounded by Mill, Church, Tenney,
and Willard Streets. Blish then built the second Blish
Inn at what is now 108 E. Church Street.
While it may have just been a coincidence, the
timing of Blish’s purchase of those lots more likely
supports the notion that the CMTR officals initially
did tell Wethersfield the road would go through the
village, and Blish wanted to be sure to capitalize on it.
Rodney Little’s older sister, Caroline Little Hurd,
also does not mention in her writings that Wethersfield rejected the railroad. Caroline was 16 years old
when she arrived in Wetherfield with her family. In
her reminiscence of her life in Wethersfield written
in later years, Caroline only wrote:
“Finally after living nearly twenty years so
isolated from all the world we heard news
which seemed too good to be true. A Railroad
was in prospect and might come near us. We
managed to surmise the alternative hope and
fear till the decision was reached and we
actually saw work progressing . . . . The station
called Kewanee was located a short distance
from the village of Wethersfield.”

Original pioneer Rodney Little’s story makes no
mention of Wethersfield refusing to grant the railroad rights-of-way through the village. In fact, the
way Louis Little told his father’s story, Wethersfield
wanted the railroad, but the engineer
ultimately decided the route for the road:
“the engineers in charge turned
it north into the swamp land
where the Kewanee business section is [today].”
The timing of Sylvester Blish’s purchase of certain lots in
the village of Wethersfield supports Louis
Little’s story.

The village was elated to have the railroad nearby.
Had Wethersfield rejected the railroad, it seems
likely that Caroline would have mentioned it, or at
least framed her recollection differently.
Henry G. Little wrote extensively on the history
of Wethersfield, yet in all of his writings we’ve
found, there is no mention of Wethersfield refusing
to subscribe to stock or refusing the railroad the right
to go through Wethersfield.

Second S. Blish Inn

We found one other old settler voicing
an opinion on the railroad route in a
1904 letter to the Kewanee Weekly
Star Courier. Edward Blair arrived
in the Wethersfield colony around
1849 as a 14 year-old.
Blair remembered railroad representatives coming to Wethersfield to
try talk the farmers into

buying stock. He said
that, at the time, it
appeared from the first
survey the route would
go through Wethersfield, and Blair recalled
one of the Blishes
offered ten acres of
land west of the village
for a depot. However,
Blair said the “Wethersfield people gave
the company no encouragement” and the next
survey routed the railroad another mile to the
west. But, according to
Blair, ultimately it was
the discovery of coal in
the timberland to the
north that decided the
route should be in closer
proximity to that coal.
Blair is the only
source I’ve found suggesting coal as the rational for the choice of
the final route of the railroad. But if coal was an
important factor, it seems highly likely that other
sources, including the CMTR meeting minutes, would
have mentioned it.
Thus, with the exception of Craig’s and Blair’s
differing (and unsupported) theories and accounts,
written decades after the decision was made on the
route of the road, there is no other support for any
significant reason for the railroad bypassing
Wethersfield, other than the terrain.
Louis Little’s detailed story is even more consistent with that theory. When CMTR board members first visited Wethersfield sometime in the spring
of 1851, they may well have suggested the road could
go through Wethersfield to encourage subscriptions.
But that was before the CMTR had retained an
engineer, before the engineer’s first preliminary
survey, and before his August 1851 detailed survey,
which defined at least the northern part of the route.
While Wethersfield may have believed at one time, as
Little suggests, that the route would go through its
village, once the survey was completed, any lobbying

would have been to no
avail.
It’s likely that some in
Wethersfield opposed the
railroad going through
their property. It’s also
likely that many of the
village’s citizens did not
subscribe for stock.
Nevertheless, the basis
for the decision on the
route was based on the
terrain, and the terrain
alone, and any Wethersfield opposition or lack of
financial support was
simply not a factor.
Some say the railroad built Kewanee
while God built Wethersfield. Nevertheless,
Kewanee was born at the
expense of Wethersfield,
and Wethersfield’s original hope to be an economic center of activity
was dashed by the railroad’s decision, a decision
based simply on the quirks of nature.
(Larry Lock and Dave Clarke offered information,
support, and encourgement for my research. While
the opinions are all mine, their help was immensely
valuable. Thank you.)

