February 2020

Sullivan Howard – Master Builder of Wethersfield and Kewanee
His Craftsmanship, Business Skills, and Determination Shaped Both Villages
The first frame house in Wethersfield (built in
1837), the Henry County Courthouse (1845), the
Wethersfield Congregational Church (1849), the
Kewanee House (1854). What do these structures
have in common?
Captain Sullivan Howard. He designed and built
all of them, as well as countless other homes,
churches and businesses, large and small, from
the New England states to Illinois.

credited with building, among others, the bank and the
Unitarian Church in New Ipswich, N. H.
While in Mason, Howard earned the life-long
honorarium of “Captain,” when he served as a
military captain in the 10th infantry company of the
22nd regiment of the New Hampshire militia.

Sullivan Howard was born in Temple,
Hillsborough County, New Hampshire
on June 30, 1806. He was a descendant
of English philanthropist John Howard.
His maternal grandfather was French
and a general in the French army.

In 1831, Howard’s fate became entwined with the
Abner Little family, a first family of the soonto-be Wethersfield, Illinois. On June 9, he
married Abner’s daughter, Elizabeth
Bailey Little, in Hollis, N. H. The couple
made their home in Mason Village in a
house built by Howard, and he
continued his career as a carpenter
and a builder.

Beginning in 1823, after his early,
typical education, Howard served an apprenticeship as an architect and builder in
Andover, Massachusetts.

But by 1835, Howard was mulling
another move. The draw of the West was
strong, and he was looking for opportunities. And he found one.

In 1829, he moved to Mason, N. H.,
where he was a carpenter. According
to a history of Temple, N. H.,
Howard “built a goodly
share of Mason Village.” In addition, he is

As you recall, in the fall of 1835, the
Reverend Caleb Jewett Tenney commenced a meeting at the Congregational Church in Wethersfield, Connecticut,
to discuss establishing a

new colony in Illinois. Howard was one of the fifty
plus attendees. They formed the Connecticut
Association to execute the plan.

wife soon joined him, becoming the first woman of
European descent in the colony.

After the meeting, Howard was jubilant at the
prospect of being part of creating a new colony in the
West. He immediately put his house up for sale.

Howard later built another home for his family, and
he helped others in the colony build their homes. He
quickly became the principal carpenter in the colony,
and then in the county.

In February 1836, the Association met again, and
in March sent a three-man committee to find and purchase land for the colony. After their return and report of success, the Association sent another committee in the fall to survey the land and plat a village.

For instance, Howard was contracted to build the
saw and grist mill building Wethersfield in 1838,
which also served as a community center of sorts, the
only building large enough to host large numbers of
the villagers.

But, Howard couldn’t wait any longer. He put his
house and most of his personal property up for
auction so he and his family could head out west.

In 1839, Howard helped build the first meeting
house in the colony, a log cabin for the Congregationalists, which also served as Wethersfield’s
first school house.

Howard and his family traveled by wagon and
steamboats to Peoria, and then headed by wagon
northwest to French Grove, a small settlement where
others from New England had moved. The Howard
family intended to winter there until he could begin
building a new home in the Wethersfield Colony.
Howard disdained building with logs, so he found
a saw mill in Ellisville on the Spoon River where he
could obtain lumber for his home. He hauled it 70
miles to Wethersfield, on roadless prairies and over
bridgeless streams. By February 1837, he built a
small house near the log cabin John F. Willard had
thrown up in late November the year before, near the
intersection of today’s Division and West Streets.
(Unfortunately, Howard had to settle for undried,
green wood for his home, which eventually curled as
it began drying as the weather warmed.) Howard’s

In 1844, land west of Sugar Grove, today’s
Cambridge, was donated for a new county seat. The
first courthouse was moved from the former county
seat in Morristown. But the county decided to build
a new courthouse, and it hired Howard as the general
contractor, who completed it in 1845.
In 1848, the members of the Wethersfield
Congregational Church began a movement to build a
new meeting house to replace the log cabin. In 1849,
Howard presented plans and specifications for a new
meeting house, which were accepted and he was
given a contract to build it. The new meeting house
was dedicated on February 13, 1850.
In 1854, as the railroad was being extended to
what eventually became Kewanee, Howard and R. A.
Tenney acquired two lots near where the depot was
planned, on the condition that they build a hotel.
Howard took charge of designing and building the
Kewanee House. It was completed in August, about
a month and a half before the railroad reached the
village.

In addition to the many building projects in which he was involved, Howard
was also was active in other in other
aspects of life in both villages, including,





elected the first justice of the peace
in the Wethersfield Colony;
along with R. A. Tenney, published
the first newspaper published in
Kewanee;

with Nelson Lay, engaged in general merchandising, lumber and grain businesses.

the First National Bank of Kewanee.
Sullivan Howard died on October 21, 1888.

In 1861, Howard retired from his various business
ventures to devote his attention to agriculture
pursuits. But due to ill health in 1873, he retired from
active labor.
Nevertheless, Howard still stayed involved in
Kewanee business, including serving as a director of

Many call Rev. Caleb Jewett Tenney the father of
Wethersfield. A fair number call Sylvester Blish the
father of Kewanee. But Howard Sullivan’s skills and
dedication, not to
mention his indomitable spirit,
puts him in a
similar class, an
important pioneer
of both Wethersfield and Kewanee.

