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Let There Be Light
A Brief Look at the Beginning of Street Lighting in Kewanee
Ah, street lights and lamp posts. Don’t they bring
to mind romance and Gene Kelly. No? Well,
maybe, your pooch reading his or her doggy world
daily briefings? How ‘bout standin’ on a corner in
Winslow Arizona?
Whatever street lamps call to mind, they’ve been
around a long time.
Long before Europe plunged into the Dark Ages,
Romans lit their streets with oil lamps, and while
Europeans were bumping into each other in the
dark, people from Bagdad to Córdoba had
illuminated streets.
In the United States in 1757, Benjamin Franklin
won the approval of the Pennsylvania Assembly for
enclosing the oil candles that were used in his
day with a housing of “four flat panes, with a
long funnel above to draw up the smoke, and
crevices admitting air below, to facilitate the
ascent of smoke.” That was an improvement
over the glass globes used in London, which would
grow dark with soot in a matter of only a few
hours.

Initially, only some individual businesses and
well-to-do homeowners put out kerosene street
lamps in front of their stores and houses, and they
maintained them themselves.
At some point before 1875, the village trustees
had erected some kerosene street lamps in the
business area and took on the responsibility for
lighting them. But the July 28, 1875, Kewanee
Independent asked for a few
more. “Let us
have one on
Barker’s and Whiffen’s corners, and also on Main
St. R. R. crossing; the expense for oil is trifling
and your police force have abundance of time
to attend them.” The paper even suggested
that citizens living on streets outside of
downtown might “club together . . . to
attend to the lighting of the lamps.”

In early 1879, Kewanee citizens presented a petition to the trustees advocating
for street gas lamps instead of the
kerosene lamps. The January 9, 1879,
It took awhile, however, for street lighting and
Kewanee Independent opined that “by
lamps to come to Kewanee.
Jackson Browne and me adopting the new lamps our Trustees

permitted “the tramps to work out
their fines in the ditch being dug by
the Gas Company for laying pipes,
weather permitting,” according to
the December 9, 1880, Kewanee
Independent.
In January 1881, the gas company obtained office space in a store
room of Collins & Kerr previously
used by the People’s Bank. By April,
the gas pipe had been delivered and
was ready to be laid once the muddy
streets dried. By May, they had sixty
men digging trenches and laying
pipe.
would secure a good light for our streets at all times
and in all kinds of weather, at an expense considerably below the cost of our present inefficient lamps.
The lamp in front of our residence [put up by the
editor] was lighted the coldest night we have had this
season, and gave a most brilliant light, when
kerosine lamps would not burn at all, or if they did
would emit a light about equal to ‘a farthing rush
light.’”
The trustees must have eventually agreed with the
petitioners. In August 1880, they passed an ordinance to permit the formation of a gas company.
While the time for formation of the company expired
on October 13, the October 14,
1880, Kewanee Independent reported that the trustees passed
another ordinance after Charles
Dunne of Princeton conditionally
purchased a vacant lot east of H. H.
Perkins’ shop (on the southeast
corner of Fourth and Main Streets)
on which to build a brick gasworks.
By the end of the month,
construction began on the gasworks.
On November 19, the Illinois
secretary of state issued a license to
the Kewanee Gaslight and Coke
Company, with capital stock of
$20,000 and incorporators listed as
George B. Dunne, C. B. Benton, and
George W. Stone.
Work continued on the gasworks, and the authorities even

From the gasworks, the pipe
would run in trenches to Tremont Street, down
Tremont to the Kewanee House, then along railroad
square to Chestnut Street, and south on Chestnut to
South Street (now Central). The pipe would also be
extended to Prospect Street on Chestnut, Tremont
and Main Street.
Finally, in mid-October 1881 the lights were used
for the first time. I’ve read that Nat Burton was hired
to ride his horse or use a horse and buggy to go
around lighting the gas lights each evening, and that
later, William Calcutt took over the job.
But by 1890, municipal gas lighting had, well, run
out of gas in Kewanee.

In that year, the Kewanee Electric Light and
Motor Company was formed by Charles E. Barney,
Thomas P. Pierce, and James K. Blish. The village
trustees passed an ordinance for the company to
supply the public and private demand for electricity,
including the installation of electric lights for the
city.

Gas was still manufactured at the 417 North Main
Street plant until 1941, when the Illinois Light and
Power Company began purchasing natural gas from
the National Pipe line Gas Company.
We’ll look at the beginning of the era of electricity
in Kewanee in a future story.

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

