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Hamilton Mayhew Way
His Heart May Have Failed at the End, But It Was Strong When It Counted
Born into a family of abolitionists, his moral
compass was set at an early age. His upbringing and
strength of character led to Black citizens arriving in
our hometown within a decade of its founding.
Hamilton Mayhew Way was born in Ashtabula
County, Ohio, in 1827, to Elisha A. and Anna Way. Elisha
was a farmer and later a
prosperous mill owner. He and
Anna soon had six more
children.
Elisha and Anna became
key components of the
Underground Railway in
Ohio, helping runaway
slaves get to Canada. Any
runaway who got as far as
Lucasville, north of the Ohio
River, received their aid.
After receiving his education, Hamilton came
down with gold fever and headed to California in
early 1849. But about 200 miles west of St. Joseph,
Missouri, he was accidentally shot in the hip. His
companions left him to die with a few American
Indians traveling with the group.

But Hamilton survived and returned to Ohio, and
eight months later set out for California again, this
time via New York. He spent three months traveling
with a pack train of mules across the Isthmus of
Panama, and then took passage to San Francisco on
an old, decrepit ship. The ship took on a storm and
then took on water. Much of the supplies were lost
overboard, and travelers survived the next 43 days on
half-provisions until reaching San Francisco.
Hamilton failed as a miner, but soon joined the
Sacramento police force at a time when ruffianism

reigned rampant in the city. He witnessed many of the
shootings, hangings and other occurrences which took
place almost every day in that wildcat city.

May 13, 1855. That was the first religious organization
in Kewanee, and it led to the establishment of what
became St. John’s Episcopal Church.

Hamilton left California for New York after three
years, and then made his way to Kewanee just as the
village was being built after the arrival of the
Central Military Tract Railroad.
Hamilton’s parents and their family had just
moved to Kewanee, his father’s wanderlust too hard
to contain. In 1855, Elisha and Anna purchased 80
acres east of the village and two 20 acre wood lots
north of the village.

He also joined Kewanee’s temperance cause, led
by Chairman Henry G. Little, and became its
secretary. In April 1856, the group vowed that
“liquor sellers and drinkers who depend on Kewanee
temperance men for support, are to be starved out.”

Hamilton joined them and soon became active in
village affairs.
He was a charter member of the Kewanee Free
Masons, Lodge No. 159, A.F. & A.M., whose charter
was granted on October 3, 1855.

In 1856, Hamilton and Mary A. Thornton,
daughter of Mr. Arthur Thornton of Kewanee, were
married. The couple initially lived with family. But
in 1860, they bought two lots in the Blish addition on
the northeast corner of Elm and Second Streets and
soon built a home.

Hamilton was one of the men who organized an
Episcopal Sunday School at the Kewanee House on
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Among other endeavors, Hamilton worked as a
cashier at the bank. He also was an insurance agent
for Illinois Mutual Fire Insurance Company of Alton
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and the Stephenson County Mutual Fire Insurance
Company of Freeport. In addition, he served as a
justice of the peace in 1860, but lost in the next race
in early 1861.

most of all northern states. Hamilton Way became
one of them.
On July 22, 1861, Hamilton joined Company A of
the 42d Illinois Regiment Illinois Volunteers as a
lieutenant. The 42d Regiment was initially attached
to the Department of Missouri and fought under
Major General Fremont, Commander of the
Department of the West, in the fall in the victorious
campaign at Springfield, Missouri. In December,
Hamilton was promoted to captain.
In February 1862, the regiment was then assigned
to the Flotilla Brigade, Army of Mississippi, for
General Pope’s successful attack on New Madrid,
Missouri, and Island No. 10 on bends in the
Mississippi at the intersection of Missouri,
Kentucky, and Tennessee.
The 42d was then attached to the 1st Brigade, 1st
Division, of the Army of Mississippi, and was part of
the siege of Corinth, Mississippi, which lasted
almost the entire the month of May.

In April 1861, the Civil War began when secessionist forces attacked Fort Sumter in South
Carolina, just over a month after Abraham Lincoln
had been inaugurated as the President of the United
States.
Soon, Illinois began contributing what eventually
reached 250,000 soldiers to the Union cause, fourth
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After the victories at New Madrid and Island No.
10, large numbers of slaves around New Madrid left
their owners behind and traveled with the Army of
Mississippi, working as cooks and aides.
In late May, Hamilton resigned from his
commission, likely due to either injury or, more
likely, the severe dysentery running rampant through
both sides in and around Corinth.
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But on his journey back home to Kewanee,
Hamilton took with him 25 former slaves on the
promise of a new life. Included in that group were
long time Kewaneeans Frank Lewis and George
Washington, and very likely many of the Blacks
listed below and living in Kewanee and Wethersfield
at the time of the 1870 Census:
Isaac Burton
Wiley Breston (Burton)
Nancy Breston (Burton)
Isaac Breston (Burton)
John Simons
John Lane
Eveline Lane
Sally Jones
Henry Jones
Hanley C. Jones
Chas Jackson
Mary Jackson
Nelson Johnson
Aloma Johnson

John Johnson
Arch Hobson
Caroline Hobson
Emanuel Bailey
Lucinda Bailey
Thomas Gentry
Clara Gentry
Peter Wiley
P. Wiley
Fanny Wiley
Geo. Bawldin
Amanda Bawldin
L. Washington

(A number of other Black men enlisted in the Union
army shortly after their arrival in Kewanee, serving
in the U.S. Colored Infantry. They included Lewis,
George Bolden, Archibald Hopson, Oliver Ward,
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Newton Sullivan, and Richard Carroll.)
After his return to Kewanee, Hamilton became
restless again, as did his father, Elisha. By 1870, they
moved further west, to Creston, Iowa, along with
Mary’s father and mother. They were very early
citizens of the new village. Hamilton opened a
general hardware and agricultural implement depot
there. Over the years, he continued to be active in
civic affairs, including serving on the school board
and serving as mayor.
In August 1893, Hamilton died suddenly of heart
failure at his home in Kansas City, leaving behind
Mary and their daughter.
Hamilton Mayhew Way’s heart may have failed
in the end, but not before its strength drove him to
always do right by his fellow men, Black and White
alike.
(Dave Clarke has previously written on aspects of
Hamilton Mayhew Way’s role in helping Blacks
moving to Kewanee. His work was based on
extensive research by Henry County genealogist
Steve Morrison. This article relied heavily on Dave’s
and Steve’s previous work.)
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