
 

 

 

 
 
 

Kewanee (then Berrien) was platted in the spring 
of 1854, and there already was one house within the 
new village lines. By November 1854, there were 10 
more dwellings and three businesses. A year later in 
November 1855, there were 90 dwellings and 60 
businesses. The combined population of Kewanee 
and Wethersfield was pushing 1,000 residents. 

Were Kewaneeans playing “base ball” by 1855? 
While there is no written record that I can find, it 
would not be surprising that some form of the game 
was being played. But by 1860, it’s hard to imagine 
that there was no base ball in Kewanee.  

Organized base ball was being played in Chicago 
no later than 1856, in Bloomington no later than 
1857, in Alton no later than 1858, and in numerous 
other Illinois villages and cities by the end of the dec-
ade. As Kewanee grew, its citizens and businessman 
were increasingly connected with other thriving 
communities. Business, social, and community ac-
tivities were observed and brought back home. Base 
ball surely was in Kewanee at the dawn of the 1860s. 

However, the Civil War put a crimp in the devel-
opment of the game, as young and middle-aged men 
answered the call to defend the Union. But the Civil 
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War also spurred the interest 
in the game, as soldiers - Con-
federate and Union alike - 
played base ball to pass the 
time in the dreary camps in 
which they lived. So, too, did 
prisoners play the game for 
similar reasons - Kewaneean 
J. S. Miner recalled the game 
being played even in the infa-
mous Andersonville Confed-
erate prison.  

After the war ended and 
the soldiers returned home. 
They became reacquainted with their families and 
friends, went back to their previous occupations, and 
otherwise fell back into their old routines. Those rou-
tines included forms of recreation. But if they might 
have occasionally played some form of easy-going 
base ball before the war, their wartime experiences 
with the game caused a tenfold growth in the sport. 

As reported in the July 6, 1866, Geneseo Repub-
lic,  

“[i]f anything, the theme of base ball is  on the 
increase in this city, rather than on the wane. 
There are some nineteen or forty [sic] clubs in this 
city, ranging in age from the wee toddler just from 
its mother’s apron strings, to the white-haired 
earthly sojourner of nearly three score years and 
ten. All ages and sizes fill up the interval. Base ball 
talk is the staple of this market; base ball books con-
tain the only literature that amounts to shucks in the 
estimation of our people just now. The technical lan-
guage of the game is heard every week day, evenings, 
and Sundays. Can’t hear much anything else. All of 
which is very charming” 

It would have been no different in Kewanee, We-
thersfield, or any other Il-
linois village. 

The next year, the 
Kewanee Base Ball Club 
of Kewanee sent S. B. 
Palmer and newly-married 
26 year-old Orville D. 
Bassett, Civil War vet-
eran, bookkeeper, and son 
of former Kewanee post-
master and newspaperman 
Chauncy Bassett, to Chi-

cago to help form an Illinois association affiliated 
with the National Association of Base Ball Players. 
The national association was the first organization 
governing American base ball, and its first conven-
tion of New York City area clubs had been held in 
1857.  

The Illinois group represented 55 clubs, including 
the Kewanee Club and the clubs Amateur of Prince-
ton, Athletic of Monmouth, Athletic of Springfield, 
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Achilles of Bloomington,  Clipper of 
Monmouth, Empire of Champaign, 
Fort Clark of Peoria, Fulton of Ful-
ton, Kendall of Yorkville, Lively 
Turtle of Rock Island, Moline of Mo-
line, Accidental of Quincy, O. K. of 
Attawa, Olympic of Sheffield, Pio-
neer of Geneseo, Shallonna of At-
tawa, Wassello of Rock Island, and 
Walnut of Altona. 

Kewanee organized base ball was 
on the move, its teams playing various 
nines from near and far. 

For instance, the Chicago Tribune 
reported that on June 20, 1867, in 
Kewanee, the Kewanee Base Ball 
Club played the Walnut Base Ball 
Club of Altona in the first game of a 
home-and-home match. “It was very 
close and exciting and resulted in the 
defeat of the ‘Walnuts’ by one run, the 
score standing sixty-one to sixty.” The second game 
was played on June 27 in Altona: 

“The ‘Kewanees’ were accompanied by a 
large number of their friends, and were hand-
somely entertained by the ‘Walnuts,’ returning 
to Kewanee at a late (or early) hour, highly 
pleased with the excursion.” (There was no re-
port of who won the second game.) 

The Chicago Tribune also reported that during the 
week of August 5 in Kewanee, the Kewanee Club 
tangled with the Amateur Club of Princeton, coming 
out on the short end of a 54 – 24 score. 

But it wasn’t just the formal clubs that played ball. 
The October 16, 1867, Cambridge Chronicle re-
ported on a Kewanee “greenhorn game of base ball, 
between merchants and farmers . . . [which] resulted 
in fun for the farmers and death to the merchants – I 
speak in parable.” 

In 1868, Kewanee fielded its first uniformed 
team. The players on the team included Barkley 
Swan, Howard Loomis, Warren Potter, Xavier 
Stone, Ralph Blackburn, Douglas Potter, George 
Bristol, and Captain Ormand Brown. The next year, 
the team, called the Blue Stockings, also included Ed 
and Frank Lutes, George Gurney, John Little, Henry 
Loomis, Henry Fezler and an Austin and a Wight. 

In 1869, the Kewanee Blue Stockings were the 

Henry County base ball champions. 
Even after the regular season, the 
team continued playing other clubs. 

In October, they played a three 
game series with the Mollie Starks 
of Toulon. The home-and-home 
series’ final game was played in 
Lafayette, and the Mollies were 
elated to beat the champs before an 
“enthusiastic” crowd enjoying the 
“splendid entertainment.”  

In November, the Kewanee Blue 
Stockings played in a base ball tour-
nament in Galesburg featuring the 
Galesburg Awkwards, the Oneida 
Black Caps, and the first and second 
nines of the Altona Walnuts. The 
Blue Stockings beat the Awkwards 
in a morning contest, and then badly 
beating the Walnuts’ first nine in 
what was described as “one of the 

most interesting games of the day.” The Blue Stockings 
won the first place prize of $25, and Xavier Stone won 
the prize for the best batting. 

 As played in the 1860s, base ball was a rough  
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game. Many Kewaneeans likely would have agreed 
with the assessment of the Geneseo Republic: 

“Since the introduction of base ball, ‘lame 
ducks’ have greatly increased. Black eyes, 

swollen heads, and sich [sic] like truck, 
bruised shins, broken thumbs, sprained ancles 
[sic] are very plenty on the streets, and ‘laid 
up in ordinary,’ all the result of an overween-
ing love for the game of base ball. Though be-
longing to one of the most active and hard-
working clubs in the city, we have not received 
a scratch or wrench, and all because we have 
remained at home when our club were engaged 
in the game. There is no sort of need of getting 
so awfully knocked up in playing ball – do as 
we do–keep off from the field.” 

As Kewanee entered the 1870s, the game was 
well established and would only grow in im-
portance for the recreational and entertainment 
needs of the burgeoning village. As the fans 
would enthusiastically cheer back in the day,  

“Hip, Hip, Hurrah Tiger!” 


