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Kewanee Walworth Unions Vs. Decatur Staleys 1920 
By Larry Lock 

 

 
The Walworth Football Team 

 
As the 100th season of the National Football League is underway, it is interesting to 
note once again that a Kewanee semi-pro team played a role in the league's first 
year in 1920. 
 
The team was the Kewanee Walworth Unions which, although not a member of the 
league, played the Decatur Staleys on October 10  in Decatur.  The Staleys were one 
of the original 14 teams in the new league. 
 
The Staleys, coached by the legendary George Halas, won the game 25 to 7 in a 
season that saw them post a 10-1-2 record, one of the best in the new professional 
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football league. 
 
The Walworth Unions had the distinction in 1920 of being one of only three teams 
to score on the Staleys, who allowed only three touchdowns the entire season. 
 
In 1921 the Staleys' owner would move the team to Chicago and a year later would 
change the team name to the Bears. 
 
In 1920 the league was styled the American Professional Football Association and 
the teams arranged their own schedules.  The league champion was determined by 
a vote at the end of the season by representatives from each of the league's 14 
teams.   The champion was the Akron Pros with an 8-0-3 record (no losses and 3 
ties).  
 
The Staleys were a close second in 1920 along with the Rock Island Independents, 
who beat the Staleys in Rock Island for the Staleys' only loss in the season, occurring 
one week after the Decatur team's game with Walworth. 
 
According to the Star Courier an estimated 500 Kewanee football fans made the trip 
to Rock Island for the game, travelling by interurban to Galva and then train to Rock 
Island. 
 
The name changed to the National Football League occurred in 1922.  The 
Staleys/Bears and the Chicago Cardinals (today Arizona by way of St. Louis) are the 
only two present NFL franchises that were part of the 1920 inaugural season.  The 
Green Bay Packers, the Bears' arch-rivals, joined the league in 1921. 
 
The 1920 season was only the second for the Walworth team, but also it would be 
their last season.  They apparently did not get sufficient fan support to make 
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financial ends meet.  (Possibly a major strike at Walworth in March had something 
to do with community support.  The strike resulted in National Guard units from 
Chicago being sent to keep order and help end the strike.  Walworth was new in 
Kewanee as the Boston-based company purchased the National Tube Company 
works in Kewanee in 1917.) 
 
Walworth's 1920 record included only two wins against four losses and two ties.  
The wins were against the Burlington Way All-Stars (69-0) and Chicago Wallace A.C. 
(10-0).  The two ties were both scoreless affairs with the Moline Indians.  Besides the 
Staleys, the losses were administered by Rockford A.A.C. (0-24), Chicago Stayms (0-
6) and Peoria Caterpillars (0-27). 
 
The Walworth coach, the local legend John "Big Jack" Pollock, likely expected better 
in 1920 since his 1919 team won eight games against only one loss in their first 
season.  In 1919 they beat three Chicago clubs and teams from LaSalle, Wyoming, 
Pekin, Rock Island and Moline.  The Moline team (called the Clubhouse) gave the 
locals their only loss (7-0), but Walworth gained revenge in the last game of the 
season with a 14-0 shutout at the Fairgrounds. 
 
All of the 1919 games were played in Kewanee at the Fairgrounds, located where 
Kewanee High School Stadium is today.  In 1920 only three games were played at 
the Fairgrounds. 
 
Getting back to Kewanee's "footnote" to football history, Walworth's "big" 
touchdown was scored by star halfback Charles "Hub" Shoemake when he 
intercepted a pass at midfield and ran it back for a score.  Hub so impressed Coach 
Halas that he signed him to play for the Chicago Staleys in 1921. 
 
Shoemake was a collegiate star who was one of the players recruited by Walworth to 
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play in Kewanee.  How many team members were recruited from outside the city 
and how many were local boys is not clear.  For sure some, if not most, were local 
men. 
 
The team was called the Unions after the device manufactured by Walworth that was 
used to connect or "unite" two pipes.  The company's main product was valves of all 
sizes, but the unions were obviously also important. 
 
The Walworth Unions were an outstanding representative of Kewanee semi-pro 
football, but certainly not the only one.  The Kewanee Regulars in 1906 were 
considered the state champions of semi-pro ball and the Tornadoes of the late 
1920's were another great team.   
 
For more on all three teams and other Kewanee teams visit the Kewanee Historical 
Society's Richards Museum and also check out the society's website:  
kewaneehistory.com. 


