
      

 
 
 
 

       Unlike William Haxtun 
or E. E. Baker, he wasn’t a 

Kewanee mover and 
shaker. He didn’t own a 

business. He didn’t 
live in a grand house. 

He spoke only broken  
English. His kids wore 
hand-me-downs and didn’t 

go to school but worked as 
maids or in the hot factories 

along side their father and 
hundreds of others. He, 

and they, were the grist 
for the mills of pro-
gress in Kewanee.  

Lars Johann Lars-son was born in 1832 on a tiny 
croft (a small, arable farm) in Sweden. His family 
didn’t own the croft, they just worked on it along 
with others in the surrounding countryside. When 
work slowed, they moved, and then moved again, 
and again. 

Lars Johann met and married Christina Lovisa 
Leo, the daughter of a rusthåller, a soldier hired by 
the surrounding farmers and provided to the army in 
exchange for a small croft for his family. Lars Johann 

and Christina began a family while moving around 
the Swedish province. Soon they had eight kids. And 
they were poorer than when they started. Once in 
their teens, the kids began working and living with 
more well-to-do neighboring farmers, the boys 
laboring in the fields while the girls were servants.  

As the kids grew older and heard of the op-
portunity of America, they began to emigrate, one or 
two at a time, beginning in 1885. In late 1890, Johann 
(he’d dropped Lars) and Christina were the last of the 
family to leave. All ended up in Kewanee. 

In 1883, the Haxtun Steam Heater Company 
began a rolling mill and pipe mill operation, and 
employment rose to 500 men. A disastrous fire in 
1888 destroyed the operation, but it was quickly 
rebuilt. In 1891, a pipe finishing mill was added to  
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the operation. Employment climbed to 1,000. 

The Larsson men worked at Haxtun. In 1892, 
Haxtun was acquired, became Western Tube 
Company, and then its boiler operation was sold to 
what became Kewanee Boiler Company. The 
Larsson men continued to work at one or the other of 
the behemoth factories. The Larsson women wove 
rugs and worked as maids and nannies.  

The Larsson boys were able to save a little money, 
purchased some lots on Water (now Madison) and 

Chestnut Streets across from the waterworks, and 
build small houses for their newly-formed families. 
They also built one for Johann and Christina and the 
kids still living at home. 

Soon after he arrived, Johann, now known as 
John, began work in the new pipe finishing mill at 
Haxtun. It was in this mill that John  suffered a severe 
accident which changed his life. 

On Monday, December 3, 1894, John was work-
ing as a sweeper in the mill. With his head down 
attending to his work, a flying piece of iron from the 
mill hit him in his left eye. He was taken to Chicago 
for treatment the next day. But the treatment not only 
failed to save his injured eye, it also cost him his sight 
in his right eye. As a result, John became totally blind  
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for the rest of his life. 

There was no social security, no workers’ 
compensation, no pension, nothing except his family 
upon which to rely. John and Christina lived on the 
largess of the kids already burdened with their own 
adulthood and those with growing families. 

John’s blindness, coupled with his lack of an 
understanding of anything other than rudimentary 
English, led to him becoming the quiet, not-noticed 
man in the corner. Until his death in 1909, John never 
left the family’s dwellings on Water and Chestnut 
Streets, except on three oc-
casions to go into town to 
church.  

His grandchildren re-
member, however, visiting 
grandpa, and how he would 

entertain them with a family music box. They would 
wind it for him and they would listen again and 
again to the three songs, La Paloma, After the Ball, 
and Honeymoon March.  

Lars Johann Larsson 
died on Thursday morn-
ing, February 11, 1909. He 
was a common man with-
out education, wealth, or 
power. He simply placed 
one foot in front of another 
as life dealt him his hand. 
He was like your ancestors, strangers in a strange 

land, trying to make a go of 
it for themselves and their 
families, hoping, possibly 
beyond hope, for the better 
life.  

Oh, yes, Lars Johann 
Larsson was my third great-
grandpa. 


