
 

 
 
 
 
 

We learned earlier that the Puritans, including the 
founders of Wethersfield, Connecticut, called their 
first churches simply “meeting houses.”  

But those early churches soon became known as 
Congregational churches, the meeting place where the 
congregations gathered.  

Many of the original pioneers of Wethersfield, 
Illinois, were from Congregational churches, and 
their faith was a defining element of the new colony. 
The Reverend Caleb Jewett Tenney, minister at the 
Congregational Church in Wethersfield, Connec-
ticut, and considered the founder of the colony, 
instructed the second committee of men traveling to 
the colony as follows:  

“[E]ncourage no settlers to go into the town 
unless you have full evidence that their 
characters are strictly such as we approve. 
Begin your own labors in the place with 
morning and evening prayers & reading the 
scriptures. On you first Sabbath & every 
following one till you have a preacher, hold a 
prayer meeting & read a sermon. In this be 
neither negligent nor discouraged. And while 
you make it a steady object to promote the 
public good of the Connecticut Association & 
of the settlement as a whole, regard speci-
fically the literary, moral & religious improve-
ment of the town & of the region of country.” 

The early Wethersfield, Illinois, colonists fol-
lowed Rev. Tenney’s admonitions. 

Recall that the first cabin in what became 
Wethersfield Township was built in late 1836, 
another four or five in early 1837, followed by 
another five or six later that year. Most, if not all, 
were generally south of today’s Division Street and 
west of today’s Beach Street. 

Initially, the Sabbath services moved from cabin 
to cabin, because no one cabin was large enough to 

March 2020 

Wethersfield’s First Church 
The Congregational Church Was the First Organized in the Colony 



 

regularly host the services. But after Sylvester Blish 
built his home in the late summer or early fall of 
1837, about 200 yards south of today’s Division and 
West Streets - which also was large enough to serve 
as the township’s first inn and Post Office - the 
services were regularly held in his home. 

The Reverend Ithamar Pillsbury, one of the three 
men who founded the colony in 1836, walked once- 
a-month over 20 miles from the Andover Colony to 
lead the Wethersfield services.  

In 1838, Sulli-
van Howard built 
a small log build-
ing for the congre-
gation on Lot No. 
49 near the north-
east corner of Ten-
ney and Church 
Streets. The next 
year, the cabin also began being used as the village’s 
school. 

Rev. Pillsbury continued to 
travel from Andover until Rev-
erend William F. Vaill was ap-
pointed pastor in 1838. Rev. 
Vaill, a Presbyterian minister, 
resided within the colony, and 
preached at Wethersfield two-
thirds of his time, and the other 
third at Osceola.  

Other denominations were 
also represented in We-
thersfield, but the Con-
gregationalists were the 
largest. 

Sometime between 
September 1842 and 
September 1843, a 
number of Congrega-
tionalist families form-
ed what they called 
the First Ecclesias-
tical Society. They 
held their first annual 
meeting on Septem-
ber 11, 1843, and est-
ablished written gov-
erning articles for the 
Society. The signa-

tories to the articles were: 

John F. Willard, Jeduthan Hubbard, and Robert 
Coultas were chosen as trustees. 

In October 1847, the Reverend Samuel Ordway 
became pastor. Within a year, a movement began to 
build a new church building. In 1849, Sullivan 
Howard drew up plans for the building. A committee 
comprised of Francis Loomis, C. J. T. Little, Jed-
uthan Hubbard, Hazelden Page, and Chaplin Lester 
was appointed to enter into a contract with Howard 
for him to superintend the building of the church 
according to his plans and specifications. Mean-
while, Willard was appointed to seek subscriptions 
to finance the project. 

A year later, in February 1850, the new church 
building was dedicated. It was a 30 foot x 40 foot 
frame building, and the dedication was announced in 
Boston’s newspaper The Puritan Recorder and Chi-
cago’s paper The Herald of the Prairie. 

A year later, the congregation planned and built a 
parsonage house. 

But less than five 
years later, the Cen-
tral Military Tract Rail-
road bypassed Wethers-
field to the north, and 
Kewanee was born. 
As a result, Wethers-
field people, business-
es, and eventually 
even churches mi-
grated northward to 
the new village. 

The Wethersfield 
Congregational Church 
built a 10 foot ad-
dition to the north end 
of the building in 



 

1855. But by that time, one-third of its members had 
joined the new Congregational Church in Kewanee. 
By 1885, regular services ended in Wethersfield, and 
in 1896, the church building was sold to Wethersfield 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Township. 

Once again, Wethersfield had suffered as the 
result of the railroad’s decision to bypass it.  


