
 

 
 
 
 
 

As we know, Wethersfield was founded in 1836. 
The first cabin was built in December of that 
year. Early in 1837, other cabins were 
quickly thrown up for the families 
scheduled to arrive shortly. 

Husband and wife Abner Bailey 
Little and Nancy Tenney Little, and 
their younger children were among 
the first to reach Wethersfield after a 
long journey. Arriving at the colony 
shortly before them were two of their 
older sons, William Tenney Little and 
Henry Gilman Little, their spouses, 
and their daughter, Elizabeth Bai-
ley Little Sullivan, and her 
husband. Nancy Tenney 
Little was the sister of 
Reverend Caleb Jewett 
Tenney, considered the 
founder of the Weth-
ersfield Colony. The colony was well-rep-
resented by the Little family. And more 
would follow.  

The first years for the pioneers were extraordinar-
ily difficult. They built temporary cabins and then 

more permanent homes. They cleared the prairie, 
broke the sod, and began planting crops. 

They traveled to Peoria, Stephenson 
(Rock Island), and Hennepin for the ba-
sics they couldn’t grow. They built a 
saw mill and a grist mill, and mined 
coal to power them. They sweated in 
the hot Illinois sun among rattlesnakes 
and the ever-present mosquitos in the 
summer, and were cold in their small, 

dark cabins in the winter. They helped 
organize the government of Henry 

County, and fought against the formation 
of Coffee County. They had to weather the 
financial panic of 1837, the effects of which 

continued into the next decade. But they 
endured. 

In June 1841, Nancy 
Tenney Little found a little 
time to write a letter to Mrs. 

Ralph Emerson Tenney, her brother’s wife, 
who lived with her husband and family in 

Hollis, New Hampshire. (One of their sons, Ralph 
Augustus (“R. A”) Tenney, was one of first and lead-
ing Kewanee citizens.) 
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Nancy started her letter by saying “[i]f I could see 
you and tell you all about the reason of my remaining 
so long silent I presume you would be ready to accept 
the apology for not writing . . . .” 

Nancy then thanked her sister-in-law for the pa-
pers Mrs. Tenney had sent to Nancy’s daughter, 
Mary Baldwin, who had married John Willoughby in 
Hollis in 1832. The couple had recently moved to Il-
linois, probably either in Stark or Henry County. “I 
learnt that Mary had returned by seeing her name on 
the paper.”  

Going on, Nancy speculated that “I suppose 
[Mary] did not visit Ruth as [Ruth] lives 18 miles 
from Wheeling back from the river [on the Ohio side 
of the Ohio River] where Mr Nevin has received and 
accepted an invitation to become President of 
Frankling College in New Athens Ohio.”  

Ruth Channing was Abner’s and Nancy’s daugh-
ter. She married Reverend Edwin Henry Nevin in 
1837 in Portsmouth, Ohio. In 1840, Rev. Nevin was 
named president of Franklin College in New Athens, 
Ohio, serving there until 1845. 

Nancy then explained that “[Ruth and Edwin 
Nevin] have given Augustus an invitation to go there 
and receive an education free from any expence to 
him more than to clothe himself.” 

Abner’s and Nancy’s son, Rodney Augustus, was 
born in Hollis in 1825, and he arrived in Wethersfield 
with his family in 1837. Rev. Nevin had offered him 
a scholarship and would board him in return for Au-
gustus taking on the care of the school’s horses and 
other stable chores.  

But Nancy was concerned. “[N]ow I suppose you 
will say at once certainly let him go but let me tell 
you that it is a thing next to imposible as we have 
been expecting him to be the staff of our declining 
years but I dont know what door providence may 
open between this and next fall.” 

Abner was 67 years old and Nancy was 59. Of 
their eleven living children, only Augustus and his 
sister, Sarah Frances, born in Hollis in 1829, still 
lived at home, and they hoped Augustus would care 
for them.  

But Nancy was happy about changes she was seeing 
in her son. “[Y]es the very place so lately inhabited 
by the savage indian is now visited by the sanctefying 
and renewing influence of the holy spirit for this we 
have cause for abundant thankfullness. . . .” She 

explained that Augustus had taken to a new preacher 
visiting the colony, and he was doing well in the sab-
bath classes being taught. Nancy believed 16 year-
old Augustus had become more thoughtful through 
the winter, which she believed “deepend his impre-
sions and soon was brought as we humbly hope to 
resign Himself into the hands of his God and sav-
iour.” 

Nancy, however, was concerned about her young-
est daughter, Sarah Frances. Frances had recently at-
tended a religious meeting at the house of Frances’ 
sister, Caroline, and Caroline’s husband, Lewis 
Hurd. Frances “was in so much anxiety in her mind 
they invited her to stay with them that knight before 
retiring to rest after they had prayed with her and for 
her they requested her to and she made the attempt 
. . .  she said she fealt a calm before she arose from 
prayer.”  But within a couple of weeks, Frances told 
Nancy that her prayers came from a fear that she 
might be “deceived.” Still, Nancy and Abner be-
lieved that “she gives evidence of a change of heart 
and hope that through the grace of God s[h]e will 
endure unto the end.” 

Nancy included in her letter more about her 
daughter and husband, Caroline and Lewis Hurd, 
whose marriage had been the first in Henry County. 
“[H]is health is very poor [but] this summer he built 
him a very pretty neat framed house in the village. . . 
but some think he never [will] have much health. 



 

[T]hey have a little son they call Lewis Gardner.” 
Lewis’s health issues continued to affect him  
throughout his life. 

Nancy also wrote that “Laura Ann is keeping  

school in Lafayette.” 

Abner’s and Nancy’s daughter, Laura Ann, was 
born in 1817 in Hollis and came West with her par-
ents. (The year after Nancy’s letter, Laura married 



 

William G Knaggs in Lafayette. Some time after the 
birth of the couple’s son in 1843, Laura’s husband 
left the family. Laura later married Daniel T. 
McClure in 1847. A few years later, McClure opened 
Wethersfield’s second general store and became a 
prominent Wethersfield merchant.) 

Nancy also told her sister-in-law that 
“Mr Wheeler has been building  . . . a nice 
house for this Country keeps a temperance 
tavern.” William Wheeler’s wife was Ab-
ner’s and Nancy’s daughter, Nancy Cath-
erine Maria. They lived just south of 
Wethersfield in the newly-formed Stark 
County. Laura Ann likely lived with them. 

Nancy also talked about life in 
Wethersfield and improvements that 
were being made, both in the village 
and at home: “We have a brick yard in 
this place. I expect people will soon 
have brick houses . . . [O]ur cabbin 
does verry well in summer but cold in  
winter.  Mr. Little has built a very pretty 
picket fence round our cabbin. [Y]ou 
don’t think how pretty the yard looks  
trees in it  two gates. we have comfort of it.” 

But Nancy didn’t shy away from discussing the 
short-comings of life in Wethersfield: “I live in log 
cabin with but one window, go up chamber on a lad-
der and yet in to the celler some how I cant describe 
it to you but I generally have bread and meat and 
milk and butter and cheese enough to satisfy hunger 
but it is a thing next to imposible to get money 
enough to buy a pound of sugar.” 

As Nancy closed her letter, she explained her 
newly-developed feelings for her home in the colony 
“[A]fter many trials allmost to grievous to be borne 
and that I lived through what I never could have ex-
pected to and think I never could again and what has 
brougth grey hairs and old age upon me yet I dont 
know as I have for many months had a discontented  

 

 

 

 

 

 

fealing or thougth on account of leaving N England 
. . . . [and] have no desire at present to return . . .” 

Nancy thanked her brother, Caleb Jewett Tenney, for 
all he had done for her, closing with “[p]lease recieve 
dear Brother and Sister my best love and remember 
me to all your Children . . . .”  

In 1841, 23 of the Abner and Nancy Little family 
and descendants lived in Wethersfield, and another 
seven lived within a short wagon ride. They com-
prised a large segment of the new colony. Nancy Lit-
tle only lived another six years before her death in 
1847. Abner Little continued to live in Wethersfield 
for the rest of his life, shunning the opportunity to 
move to the newly-created Kewanee in 1854. Abner 
died in 1863.  

The Little family was the first family of Weth-
ersfield and are rightfully remembered as rugged pi-
oneers. And now we have another glimpse of the 
lives they led.  


