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Henry Gilman Little
We’ve Learned More About the Importance of his Role in the Settlement of Wethersfield
Henry Gilman Little was born in Goffstown,
New Hampshire, in 1813, the sixth of thirteen
children of Abner Bailey Little and Nancy
Tenney Little, of which eleven survived to
adulthood. Henry became a Wethersfield colonist and pioneer settler whose importance to
the new village is well-known. But new facts
suggest that it has been understated. He was
the first of our pioneers to arrive in Illinois,
and he paved the way for the others. Here
are new details of his story.
In 1834, Henry was teaching in Newington, Connecticut, where he made the acquaintance of
Simeon Stoddard. The two young men shared excitement over PECK’S GUIDE TO IMMIGRANTS and its descriptions of Illinois, its fertile prairies, its wealth of
timber and coal, and, importantly, its government
land available for $1.25 per acre. In fact, the entire
Stoddard family began considering moving en masse
to Illinois, including Simeon’s sister, Fidelia.
The Stoddard family invited Henry to go to the
West with them the following year if Henry would
first explore Illinois to confirm Peck’s depictions. As
a 21 year-old young man, Henry agreed to undertake

the adventure.
In the fall of 1834, Wethersfield, Connecticut native Thomas N. Welles, another friend of Henry’s and a few years
younger, had relocated from Kentucky to
Peoria County where he bought property
in the northwest corner of Brimfield
Township, near the hardwood forest known
as French Grove, along French Creek and
bordering Knox County. Henry thus
had someone in Illinois whom
he could visit and upon
whom he could rely for
first-hand knowledge.
In the spring of 1835, Henry took the Pennsylvania Canal, crossed the Alleghany Mountains, and
traveled the Ohio, Mississippi, and Illinois Rivers to
the village of Peoria, a sleepy-eyed river town of
about 250 people. It took Henry four weeks to make
the journey.
From Peoria, he started out on foot for French
Grove, about 25 miles distant. He crossed the Kickapoo River on a large tree cut and thrown across the
river. After two long days, Henry arrived at Welles’

land.
Welles had brought with him from Kentucky
horses and cattle, as well as two men and their families to work his operation. Welles had two cabins
housing himself and the two families. Henry joined
them.
Welles loaned Henry the use of a horse, and Henry
explored the countryside while working beside
Welles and his hired help during the day. Eventually,
in October 1835, Henry purchased a quarter section
of land, a section or so south of Welles’ acreage, and
put up a 19 x 20 foot cabin.

While with Welles, Henry confided that he intended to marry Fidelia Stoddard, but
was fearful of bringing her to Illinois and
a life of hardship.
Welles, however, encouraged
Henry,
saying that he, too,
would soon marry,
and the women
would enjoy each
other’s company.
Unfortunately,
Henry received the
news that Simeon’s
and Fidelia’s father
had passed away.
Now, rather than
staying to await the
arrival
of
the
Stoddard
family,
Henry chose to return to New-ington
for the winter.
After Henry’s return, his uncle, the

Reverend Caleb Jewett Tenney, talked to Henry about
his experience in Illinois. With gushing enthusiasm,
Henry confirmed what Rev. Tenney had already
heard from the Reverend Ithamar Pillsbury, who had
founded an Illinois colony, Andover, that summer.
The two men convinced Rev. Tenney to convene a
meeting in Wethersfield to form the Connecticut Association to establish another Illinois colony.
When Rev. Tenney organized a meeting in February 1836 to write articles for the Association and to
authorize a purchasing committee to travel to Illinois
to acquire land for a colony, Henry was asked to be
a part of the committee. But Henry’s upcoming mar-

riage to Fidelia caused him to turn down the offer.
Henry and Fidelia
were married on
March 1, 1836. and
soon they and the rest
of Fidelia’s family
moved to Illinois.
Upon their arrival
in Peoria at the end of
March, Henry and
Fidelia purchased a
house on a lot near
Fenton’s
Hotel,
about 400 feet from
the Illinois River.
Simeon and his family similarly purchased a house in Peoria. But they all
planned to make their
way to French Grove
as soon as possible to
prepare for the arrival of other immigrants from the East,
including almost all

of Henry’s family – his father, mother, three minor
siblings, and three married siblings and their spouses.
In the meantime, the Association’s purchasing
committee found and acquired 15,000 acres of land
in Henry County for the new colony, and recorded
the purchase in the beginning of May 1836.
In October 1836, the Association then authorized
Henry and John Willard to act as agents to have the
land surveyed and otherwise prepared for the arrival
of the colonists in 1837.
In the fall of 1836, Henry, Fidelia, and Simeon
and his family made the trip to Henry’s land in
French Grove, where they would await the others,
and then, if time permitted, travel to the colony land.
But the others did not arrive in time – Abner and family reached Peoria on November 3 - and so the group
decided to winter in French Grove.
The group included Henry and Fidelia; Elizabeth
Bailey Little and her husband, Sullivan Howard;
William T. Little, his wife, Paulina Hutchinson, and
daughter Lydia; Nancy Catherine Maria Little and
her husband, William Wheeler, and daughter Nancy
Maria; Abner and Nancy Little, and their children

Caroline Wealthy, Rodney Augustus, and Sarah
Frances (daughter Laura Ann Little stayed in Kentucky until the summer of 1837); Mary Baldwin Little Willoughby (whose husband was already in Stark
County); Simeon Stoddard and his family; John F.
Willard; Joseph Goodrich; and Norman Butler (the
latter three would have their families arrive the following summer).

Henry, Willard, and Goodrich soon headed out to
the colony’s land, and on November 11, 1836, they
met John Kilvington, who recently had arrived with
his family and who had built a cabin near today’s
Railroad Avenue and Kentville Road. But the three
men quickly returned to French Grove to retain the
services of a local surveyor so as to permit Willard
and others to begin building before the county surveyor became available in the spring.
On November 16, 1836, a party returned to Wethersfield, consisting of Henry, Willard, Wheeler, William T. Little, Howard, Stoddard, and the surveyor.
On November 17 and 18, they surveyed some of the
15,000 acres.
The evening of November 18, all but Willard began the return to French Grove. Willard stayed to
build the colony’s first dwelling, near the intersection of today’s Division and West Streets.
On November 28, 1836, Henry sold his French
Grove property in preparation for the final push to
Wethersfield. He landed permanently in Wethersfield in mid-February 1837, the others following
in short order.

Henry G. Little has received accolades for his
work in the development of both Wethersfield and
Kewanee. Now his pre-colony activities, instrumental to the founding of the colony, are due recognition
as well.

To learn more about Kewanee and Wethersfield,
past, present, and future, please visit my Facebook
page, Dusty Roads, at https://www.facebook.com/dusty.roads.kewanee

