
 

 
 
 
 

Few of us are now willing to walk down the 
jetway to board an airplane, and even fewer of us are 
willing to walk up the gangplank to board a cruise 
ship. Can anyone say COVID 19? 

So let’s imagine accompanying Henry H. Lay, a 
then-retired Kewanee businessman, on his ad-
venturous 1920-21 journey that took him from North 
America to Hawaii, Asia, Micro Asia, the Indian sub-
continent, northern Africa and the Middle East, 
Western Europe, and then back 
home. 

Henry Hamilton Lay was the 
grandson of Kewanee co-founder 
Nelson Lay. He was born to Hiram 
Towsley and Martha Augusta Lay 
in Kewanee on July 29, 1876. 

Henry attended Kewanee 
schools and graduated from high 
school in 1893 in a ceremony held 
at Library Hall. From there, he 
went to Morgan Park Academy, a 
private preparatory school for the 
University of Chicago. 

But Henry ended up at Harvard 

University, graduating in 1899. After a summer 
working in Boston, he returned to Kewanee and his 
father's business, the Lyman, Lay & Company 
department store. Henry continued to live in 
Kewanee and work for the family business. 
Eventually Henry became the store’s manager.  

Henry was civic-minded. From 1904 to 1910, he 
was a member of the Kewanee Public Library Board, 
during which the new $75,000 Carnegie library was 
built. 

Henry enjoyed travel. In the spring of 1909 
he spent three and a half months in Europe. 
He also traveled throughout the South, 
Florida, Texas, and to the Rocky Mountains.  

When World War I began, Henry left 
the business to enter the military service. 

After the war ended, Henry began 
traveling even more extensively. It was at 

this time Henry planned and 
implemented his goal of cir-

cumnavigating the globe. 

Henry left Kewanee for 
the west coast in April 1920. 
He then sailed to the 
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Hawaiian Islands, where Henry visited Honolulu and 
saw the 1920 Kilauea Volcano erupt on the Big 
Island. He described Hawaii as “a great possession, 
beautiful, fertile, and inhabited by a loyal people.” 

Henry moved on to Japan, where he enjoyed 
touring all of the major cities of the island country. 
He also visited Korea, under the control of Japan, as 
well as Manchuria. He found the people “very 
industrious and the families work in unison,” 
although he thought they ate “strange food.” 

From there, Henry traveled to Peking (now 
Beijing), finding a large colony of people from the 
western hemisphere, including a number of Amer-
icans. The expatriates found the Chinese likeable and 
with a sense of humor. 

He continued on to Shanghai, but Henry had to 
alter his route due what he perceived to be the 
beginning of a civil war. He noted, however, that it 

appeared almost comedic – “armies with more 
generals than privates.” (In fact, it was what was 
referred to as the May Fourth Movement, from which 
both the Nationalist Party and the Chinese Com-
munist Party arose and which ultimately led to the 
Nationalists being driven from mainland China in 
1949.)  

In Shanghai, Henry was entertained by Max 
Cavanagh and his wife, the former Marjorie Spickler 
from Kewanee. He also visited the British colony of 
Hong Kong. 

Henry made his way to the islands of Sumatra, 
Java, and Ceylon (Sri Lanka). Henry also spent time 
in Rangoon, Burma, and other nearby places. 

He traversed India from Bombay (Mumbai) to 
Calcutta (Kolkata). Henry found the smaller villages 
between the major cities most interesting, and he 
enjoyed his visit to the Taj Mahal. Henry described 

the “condition of the people terribly poor, where the 
margin of existence is very small.” 

Henry then traveled northward to the foothills of 
the Himalayas where, after two cloudy days, he saw 
the majesty of 29,000’ Mt. Everest on the third day. 

Of special import to Henry, he stopped in 
Ahmednagar, India, where his brother Corliss had 
served as a missionary 30 years earlier.  

From India, Henry made his way to Egypt, where 
he spent Christmas.  He also visited with Maxwell 
Edwards, the son of a former pastor of Kewanee’s 
First Methodist Church. Edwards was teaching in 
Assuit (Asyut) along the Nile. Henry took in many of 
the important sites and sights in Egypt, including the 
Temple of Karnak and the Aswan Dam on the Nile. 

In Palestine, Henry visited Jerusalem, Jericho, 
and Bethlehem, among other places of Biblical 
import. 



 

After the first of the year, Henry returned to Egypt 
and then set sail from Port Said to Marseilles, France, 
after which he spent a few weeks in Cannes and other 
places on the French Riviera. He traveled north to 
Paris and then across the channel to England. When  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

given the opportunity, Henry flew from London to 
Paris in one of the “airships” which regularly flew 
between the two cities. It was a two and a half hour 
trip (it’s about an hour today). 

Back in England, Henry was entertained by 
former Kewaneean Mattie Eddy and her husband in 
Bakewell. Henry also visited a sister of Kewaneean 
E. D. Quirke in Birmingham. 

Finally, Henry made his way to New York on the 
Aquitania, and then returned to Kewanee on April 
16, 1921. He had traveled 25,000 miles. 

Now, wasn’t that a nice diversion from all of the 
virus talk, and doesn’t it make you want to talk to 
your travel agent to book your first COVID 19-free 
trip to some far-flung local? Me? I’m tuning in the 
Discovery Channel. 

 

 
 

 

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. 
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