
      

 
 
 

 
It had been a typical spring day, with a low of 48˚ 

and a high of 58.˚ The weather prediction for the next 
day was for cooler temperatures and a probability of 
April showers. That Friday night, Kewaneeans 
snuggled into bed thinking that May flowers were not 
too far around the corner.  

Boy, was our hometown in for a shock! 

Kewanee awoke on Saturday morning, April 16, 
1921, to what the paper called “a glacier,” the worst 
storm in “many years.” Kewanee had turned to ice. 

The storm began around 10:00 p.m. Friday evening. 
It started with a cold, hard rain. Soon, Kewaneeans were 
awakened by clasps of thunder, followed by bolts of 
lightning. After that, the temperatures began dropping.  

Once the mercury reached below freezing, the 
rain turned to sleet. It clung on trees and utility wires 

until it turned to ice. As the ice built up, branches 
emitted .22-like rifle reports as they snapped under 
the weight of the frozen concoction. Whole trees and 
utility poles tipped as others fell to the ground. Most 
of the telephone and utility poles along West Fifth 
Street between Chestnut and Park Streets were down. 
Other trees fell into residences and businesses. 

Telephone and electrical wires were tangled 
among the branches and poles and strewn in all 
directions. Short circuits were reported all around the 
city. By Saturday morning it was reported that twelve 
hundred telephones in the city were out of order and 
long distance was out of commission. Even phone 
service to Wethersfield was out due to a half-mile 
long downed line. Western Union telegraph service 
was lost as well. 
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stopped operating due to breaks in 
trolley wires caused by falling limbs 
and trees. Chicago, Burlington & 
Quincy trains were running well 
behind schedule.  

Taxi cabs recorded over a 100 calls 
late Friday night and early Saturday 
morning from those who were trapped 
away from their homes. But as 
telephone lines continued to go down, 
Friday night revelers had to stay put. 

In the morning, linemen and others 
attempting to restore downed services 
found the going rough, with the 
continued rain and sleet slowing them 

down or causing them to periodically stop work.  

There was a rush on candles and 
kerosene Saturday morning, with 
many stores reporting being sold out of 
tapers by 9:00 a.m.  

One woman noted that “the sleet 
storm kept the women at home while 
the men did the Saturday shopping. . .  
[I]n all [my] experience in the city 
[I] never saw so many men carrying 
market baskets as were on the streets 
Saturday.” 

The paper reported that at 2:00 
p.m. on Saturday afternoon, the 
temperature again dipped below 
freezing, with little hope for relief 
before Monday or Tuesday. Power 

lines initially repaired were torn down 
again as the wicked weather con-
tinued. 

If you were safe, the late winter 
storm did create a picturesque scene, 
as described in the paper: “[Sunday] 
morning a beautiful sight greeted 
Kewanee people, due to the sun 
shining on the ice covered trees.”  

But it was a dangerous scene, too. 
As the temperature warmed on 
Sunday, ice began to fall, and citizens 
walking along the streets had to duck, 
with some being struck, although no 
serious injuries were reported. 

On Monday, the paper described a 
city that was slowly getting back to 

normal after what it called one of the worst sleet and 
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ice storms in the history of Kewanee. 
Overall, 3,000 phones were out of 
order, and the telephone company 
estimated it could be months before it 
could repair all of the damage. 

The power company had repaired 
service in the business district by 
Monday, but it estimated it would be 
two to three days before all power in 
the city could be restored. 

Not a section of the city avoided 
damage, and estimates were that the 
amount of downed brush would cover 
a 40 acre field. The mayor announced 
that the city was marshaling a large 
“gang of men” to clear the streets of 
brush and otherwise assist in the clean-

up efforts. The sound of axes and 
saws could be heard everywhere as 
cleanup began of downed trees and 
limbs, while damaged trees were 
trimmed. Brush burning raised 
columns of smoke throughout the 
city. 

But by the middle of the week, 
the weather had returned to normal, 
with highs reaching the upper 60s 
and low 70s. Gardens destroyed 
were already being replanted, and 
fruit trees trimmed. 

Other aspects of life were 
returning to normal as well. On 
Thursday evening, a dancing party 
was held at Windmont Park with 

music provided by Ronstrom’s 
Orchestra. Although there were still 
residences without power, people 
danced from 9 to 1 in the “cool, 
refreshing atmosphere of the park.” 

Ah, yes, the band played on, and life 
went on. 

(The photos were taken after the storm 
by Russell Neville (1879-1950), a 
Kewanee attorney who was also an 
accomplished photographer. They were 
donated to the Kewanee Historical 
Society by Dorothy Lay through her son 
Nelson Lay. You can see the black & white 
originals on the Society’s website.) 


