
 

 

 

 
 
 

A successful Wisconsin merchant made his way to 
Wethersfield in early 1854. He had read with fascination 
the plans for the Central Military Tract Railroad to 
connect Iowa with Chicago, cutting across Illinois 

prairies which would become rich farmland. He saw an 
opportunity to speculate in land, to turn the profits he 
made in Wisconsin into even greater profits. The 
entrepreneur did not shirk from the possibilities before 
him. As a result, he helped shape the fledgling village of 
Berrien, soon to be renamed Kewanee. 

Jeremiah Nelson Lay was born to Jeremiah and 
Sally Lay in Saybrook, Connecticut, in 1812. His 
family moved to Oneida Lake, New York, in 1824. 

After attending common school, Nelson (as the 
third Jeremiah in the family, he went by his middle 
name) cut cord wood for twenty-five cents a day. But 
he learned how to design and build structures and 
soon began a career as a carpenter and contractor. 

When Nelson was 21 years-old, he met 16 year-
old Maryette Towsley and fell in love. But in the 
spring of 1835, Maryette’s father took his family 
westward to what was then the Michigan Territory, 
along the west shore of Lake Michigan. (This is 
today’s Wisconsin. In 1836, in preparation for 
Michigan’s statehood, the Wisconsin Territory was 
formed.)  

Nelson decided to follow his heart. In the fall of 
1835, he traveled by canal to Buffalo, and then by 
steamer to Detroit. There, Nelson boarded a small ship 
for the two-year-old “Town of Chicago.” He capped 
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his sojourn with a 55 mile walk north to Pike Creek, 
later renamed Southport (today’s Kenosha.) 

The courtship continued, and the next year, 
Nelson traveled to Milwaukee on foot to obtain a 
marriage license and to secure an appointment from 
the governor for a justice of the peace to perform the 
ceremony. He and Maryette were married in the 
spring of 1836, the first couple of European descent 
married in the county. 

Nelson first worked as a mechanic of sorts, 
making and maintaining axes and tools, while 
Maryette tended to the couple’s first child, Hiram T. 
Lay. But as the new settlement began to grow, he 
again took up carpentry and contracting, building 
many of the early dwellings and businesses in the 
growing village. 

Maryette’s father was in the mercantile business, 
and in the early 1840s, Nelson entered the same line 
of work. After operating his own store for a few 

years, Nelson joined with two other merchants to 
form the firm of Hale, Lee & Lay. 

Nelson was active in the community, involved in 
education and politics. But his health was always an 
issue – he was not a rugged man and he had trouble 
with his lungs - and the damp Lake Michigan climate 
was problematic. In 1853, he began looking for 
another place to raise his family and run a business. 

He first investigated Galveston, Texas, but 
decided against it. (Later, after the Civil War began, 

Maryette was happy that they were not living deep in 
the Confederacy – while Nelson was an old-school 
Democrat, she was at heart an abolitionist.)  

He also looked at Lacon along the Illinois River, 
but a potential business opportunity fell through.  

In June 1854, Nelson’s next stop was in 
Wethersfield. On his numerous buying trips from 
Kenosha to Chicago, he had learned about the 
Central Military Tract Railroad and the opportunities 
which would naturally sprout up along its route. In 
Wethersfield, he talked with Henry G. Little, 
Sullivan Howard, and Ralph A. Terry about their 
plans for a new village to the north which they had 
just laid out along the CMTR’s route. Grading was 
nearing completion, and track was quickly being laid 
from Princeton westward. 

Nelson was encouraged and soon began nego-
tiating to buy lots from those Wethersfield men, men 
who had already purchased land around the location 
of the railroad’s planned depot. Over the next year, 
Nelson had acquired about a one-fourth share of the 
land in the platted village named Berrien.  

George Morse and Silas Willard had already built 
the first store in the village, Willard & Morse (later 
renamed The Pioneer Store), on Main Street adjacent 
to the railroad. That summer Nelson, while living in 

Wethersfield, began building the village’s second 
store, a 24 ft. x 60 ft., two story building with 
basement on the northwest corner of Main and 
Second Streets. He had to pick up the lumber from 
the Rock Island Railroad depot in Sheffield and then 
haul it by team to Berrien. 

Late that fall, Nelson returned to Wisconsin for 
his family. In November 1854, he and his family 
arrived in Berrien by train, the end of the CMTR line 
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as construction of it continued toward Galesburg. 
The family initially stayed for a fortnight in the S. 
Blish Inn in Wethersfield. 

Nelson eventually rented the old Potters’ home on 
Main Street, just to the north of his soon-to-open new 
store. At the time, the village consisted of only 11 
dwellings, a hotel, a warehouse, and a makeshift train 
depot comprised of essentially a bench next to the 
railroad’s water tower. There were no structures east 
of Main Street, but there were crab apple trees and 
hazelnut brush growing there. 

Nelson stocked his store with assorted goods and 
began doing business. He later took on Ralph Terry as 
a partner in Lay & Tenney. Eventually, he sold his 
share of the business to Terry and Sullivan Howard. (It 
passed hands a couple of more times until it became 
Little, Perkins & Company.) In 1859, Nelson opened a 
new mercantile business with John McIntyre on the 
northeast corner of Tremont and Second Streets. 

But Nelson was much more than a dry goods 
merchandizer.  

He entered the grain business, the first to buy 
grain to fill a railroad car and ship it to Chicago in 
sacks. (His son, Hiram, recalls the winter of 1860-61 
when Hiram bought ear corn in quantity and cribbed 
it on a lot where the Kewanee Public Library now 
stands, after which his father would shell it and sell 
it the next summer for a goodly profit.) 

Nelson and Sullivan Howard soon started the first 
lumberyard in the village, with its office initially 
located on the corner of Chestnut and Third Streets. 
He stayed in the business for three years.  

In 1859, Nelson entered the banking business with 
H. L. Sloan. But as with many other financial 
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institutions, it soon closed its doors just prior to the 
Civil War. 

In 1857, Nelson built a new home on two lots at 
the southeast corner of First and Main Streets, what 
was then the best house in Kewanee (the village had 
been renamed within the first 
year of its founding). 

Nelson was very active in 
civic affairs as well.  

The family initially 
attended services at Wethers-
field’s Congregational Church. 
But Nelson, Henry Little, and 
Sullivan Howard were prime 
movers in the organizing Ke-
wanee’s Congregational Church 
and then the construction of 
their house of worship, the 
second church in the village.  

Those three men also led 
the effort to build a one story, 
25 ft. x 40 ft. structure on the 
north side of Second Street, 
between Main and Tremont 
Streets, for use as a school. 
William R. Goodrich was the 
primary builder. 

Nelson eventually became a 
Republican, and in 1863 during 
the Civil War represented his 
district in Springfield in the 
Illinois legislature. He also 
helped fund Civil War recruiting 
in Kewanee and Henry County. 

In 1865, as his grain dealing became more 
successful, Nelson and Maryette moved to Chicago. 
He became an even more successful grain and 
commission merchant, and became the 43rd member 
of the Chicago Board of Trade. 

After retirement, Nelson came back to Kewanee. 
Maryette died in 1897, and Nelson died in 1903. The 
couple had eight children. They included future well-
known Kewaneean Hiram T. Lay of Lyman & Lay 
department store fame. 

Like many men of his era, Nelson Lay was 
unafraid of life’s challenges, 
unafraid to take chances, un-
afraid of the future. However, 
as he once said, often 
“anticipation is better than 
realization.” 

 

(Nelson Lay, a direct de-
scendent of the Kewanee pio-
neer Jeremiah Nelson Lay and 
Maryette Towsley, kindly pro-
vided a copy of the family 
photograph taken at the corner 
of Main and Prospect Streets 
in Kewanee on the 60th ann-
iversary of the marriage of his 
fourth-great-grandparents.) 
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