
 
 

Wethersfield historian Kevin Skoglund is hosting 
the first “Kewanee History Day” today. There will be 
a photo exhibit in the windows of the new Kewanee 
Historical Society building at the corner of Second 
and Tremont Streets, and photos and historical facts 
at select gravesites in the Old Kewanee Cemetery 
south of the Armory. You can also check out the first 
house in Kewanee, now on Park Avenue, just south 
of Irving School; and the restored Abner Little cabin 
in Wethersfield. Of course, the 
Historical Society’s current 
museum will be open from 
1:00 – 4:00 p.m. 

But what was hap-
pening when Kewanee 
came into being 166 years 
ago? Here’s a brief history. 

Matthew and John 
Potter were sons of David 
Potter and Elizabeth 
Cosner. The parents and 
their eight children had 
arrived in Wethersfield in 
the fall of 1838. In 1850, 
Matthew and John built a 

house for their families on land they owned in the 
northwest quarter of Section 33 of what later became 
Kewanee Township, about a mile and a half north of 
the center of the village of Wethersfield. The house 
was located just south of today’s Good’s Furniture 
skywalk on the west side of Main Street. They began 
clearing the land to plant their crops. 

In February 1854, the Central Military Tract 
Railroad chose the Potters land as the location for a 

railroad depot, near the north-south road to 
Dixon, today’s Main Street. The 

Potters granted the CMTR an 
easement for the depot.  

The brothers were then 
approached by George Morris 

and Silas Willard, who 
wanted to buy five areas 

adjacent to where the depot 
would be located, in order 
to build a store. Willard 
was still on the board of 
directors of the CMTR, 
and he and Morris knew 
that a depot would mean 

that a village would soon 
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develop around it. The Potters agreed to sell the plot 
to the two men, although the sale was not 
consummated until later in the summer.. 

But the Potters wanted to farm, and the railroad, a 
depot, and a village would inhibit their plans. So in 
April 1854, Wethersfield businessmen Henry Little, 
Sylvester Blish, Sullivan Howard, Dwight Needham, 
and Ralph A. Tenney, arranged for the acquisition of 
the balance of the Potters’ land in Section 33, while 
the Potters ended up with choice acreage in 
Wethersfield previously owned by 
Needham. With Sylvester Blish owning the 
quarter-section to the east of the Potter farm, 

that small group of men eventually ended up 
owning much of the new village of Berrien.  

Later that month, those entrepreneurs, including 
Blish’s son and county surveyor Charles C. Blish, laid 
out the new village of Berrien, named after the chief 
engineer of the CMTR. They filed the plat with the 
Henry County Recorder’s office on May 1, 1854. 

As the railroad was being extended from Princeton 
to Berrien, Sullivan 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.  

Soon, many Wethersfield 
residents and businesses were 
drawn to the north by the 
magnet of the railroad, and the 
new village grew. An influx of 
immigrants that had begun 
arriving in Henry County in 
1852 were afforded places to 
live in Wethersfield in houses 
and cabins left vacant as the 
owners moved to the north.  

But Colonel Berrien, not 
liking his name attached to the 
new village, proposed the 
name Kewanee, which, he 
said, meant in the Indian 
language, prairie chicken. The 
village acquiesced, and the 



 
 

legislature authorized the name change the following 
year, although the railroad immediately changed the 
name on its printed schedules, where Wethersfield 
became a mere parenthetical.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By October, the railroad had officially reached 
Berrien/Kewanee. Over the next year, the new village 
grew rapidly: 

As you walk around Kewanee on Saturday, try to 
imagine what the village was like over a century and 
a half ago. Kevin Skoglund’s exhibits will help you 
envision the scene. 

 

 
 

To learn more about Kewanee and Wethersfield, 
past, present, and future, please visit my Facebook 

page, Dusty Roads, at  https://www.face-
book.com/dusty.roads.kewanee 

This article was based largely on Larry Lock’s story, 
KEWANEE - 1854-2004, which can be found at the 
Kewanee Historical Society’s website, located at: 

https://kewanee-history.com/wp-
content/uploads/2019/01/History-of-Kewanee.pdf. 


