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James Jones Walworth
The Man Behind the Name of the Dominant Business in Kewanee for Half a Century

On Saturday morning, July 7, 1917, Kewaneeans
awoke to a new name appearing on their city’s landscape – Walworth.
While few had ever heard of the Boston company
before that date, Walworth became synonymous with
our hometown, whose fortunes rose and fell with it.
Today, the Walworth name is still an intimate part
of Kewanee, bringing to the surface both good and
bad memories, stories, and opinions.
But did you know that the Walworth who founded
the company bearing his name was a successful
small-town businessman in Illinois 80 years before
the company came to Kewanee?
James Jones Walworth had been born in 1808 in
New Hampshire, where he was educated. Walworth
taught for three years and then entered the hardware
business. After learning the business, he followed the

call of the West and soon became a successful businessman in Alton, Illinois. By the late 1830s, Wal-

worth operated J. J. Walworth & Co., a hardware
store, in Alton.
1837 Alton, in addition Walworth’s business, had
twenty wholesale stores, thirty-one retail stores and
groceries, four hotels, four large pork-packing
houses, shops of numerous mechanics, eight lawyers,
seven physicians, seven clergymen, four newspapers, two schools, five churches, and seven or eight
steamboats owned and operated by citizens of Alton.

tion and installation. It installed its system in numerous mills and other large buildings throughout New
England over the next few decades. In 1853, the
company rebuilt the heating system in the White
House for newly-elected president Franklin Pierce.

In that year, Walworth married Elizabeth Nason
in Boston, after which the couple returned to Alton.

But on another visit to New England, Walworth
decided to join his fortune with Elizabeth’s brother,
Joseph. Walworth sold his business and his house in
Alton, and headed back East.
Financial difficulties in the early 1850s led Nason
to return to New York. Walworth remained in Boston
and ran the Massachusetts operation under the name
J. J. Walworth & Co.
The brothers-in-law formed Walworth & Nason in
New York for the purpose of “warming and ventilating buildings by means of steam and hot water apparatus.” The new enterprise succeeded at several locations in New York, and in 1842, it started a Boston
plant, which became its primary location.

In the late fifties, the J. J. Walworth & Co. started
manufacturing pipe fittings and valves because the
company found it difficult to find sources for them
for its construction work. The company soon became
one of the chief sources of supply for fittings, valves,
and tools in the country. (One of its employees invented the internationally-known Stillson wrench.)

Initially, Walworth & Nason focused on construc-

In 1872, the company reorganized as the Walworth Manufacturing Co. J. J. Walworth served as its
president until his retirement in 1890.
Except for a time spent in Brookline, Massachusetts, and a move to Boston in his later years, Walworth lived most of his life in and around Newton,
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Massachusetts. He served as a representative to the
state legislature from Newton in 1870 and 1871.
Walworth was anti-slavery, a Free-Soiler, and temperance leaning. He was a lifelong member of area
Congregational churches, a founder of the Lasell
Seminary in Auburndale (near Newton), and president of the Newton educational society.
Walworth’s only son, Arthur Clarence Walworth,
was born in 1844 and became president of the Walworth Construction and Supply Co., which in 1887
took over the construction business of the Walworth
Manufacturing Company.

Walworth’s wife Elizabeth in 1886. In 1888, he
remarried, to Lydia Sawyer.
James Jones Walworth died on 28 Apr. 1896 at
the age of 87.
The 1917 purchase of National Tube’s Kewanee
factory trebled the output of the company and described the arc of Kewanee for the next half-century.
It seems certain that James Jones Walworth never
realized that his name would continue to be connected
to Illinois – be it either in a positive or negative light
– 180 some years after he first came to the state.

Walworth and its predecessors will be the subject of Kewanee’s 20th Walldog historical mural. Anyone wishing to donate for the mural can make out a check to Kewanee Area Arts Council (a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization) with “Walworth mural” written on the memo line. Checks can be mailed to Kewanee Mural Committee
at P. O. Box 605, Kewanee, IL 61443 (or dropped off at Reiman’s Harley Davidson). Checks can also be
handed to any committee member - Dianne Packee, Roger Malcolm, Sue Blake, Diane DeMay, Wanda Kieft,
or Larry Lock.
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