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Kewanee’s Organized Response to the Civil War
Our Hometown Formed Two Companies in 1862 Following Abraham Lincoln’s Call for Recruits
He was 41 years old, 5 ft. 8 in. tall, with brown
hair, blue eyes, and a light complexion. He had been
ill for several weeks and had just returned to his regiment. However, he quickly became exhausted during the day’s fighting and went to his tent in the
camp, away from and below the level of the nearby
fighting. He sat down on his cot with his elbows on
his knees and his face resting in his hands. Less than
five minutes later, he was dead. A rifle ball fired during the on-going battle apparently ricocheted off a
tree limb above the tent, struck him in the back of his
head, and exited under his right eye.
On June 26, 1863, in Vicksburg, Mississippi, Lieutenant Julius Augustus Pratt became the first recruit
from the Kewanee Guard, formed less than a year earlier, to die in the Civil War. (Adam Pulling from
Cornwall was the
first recruit killed
from the Kewanee

Blues, on June 2, 1863.)
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 President.
In May 1861, Kewanee formed two companies of
volunteers for the war effort, the Kewanee
Volunteers and the Kewanee Guards. But the companies were not called up and both were disbanded.
By April 1862, the Union army, after a string of
victories, closed down recruiting offices. But the Confederate forces suddenly turned the tables with a string
of victories in Virginia, and in July Lincoln was forced
to call for an additional 300,000 new recruits.
But in Kewanee, farmers were thinking of the harvest and the scarcity of labor, and few were disposed
to do much until that was dealt with. While there was
considerable talk about raising a company, it wasn’t
until August rolled around that Kewaneeans responded to the call.
On Thursday evening, August 7,
a crowd so large turned out that there
was no hall large enough to hold it.
So the meeting was held on the vacant lot north of the People’s Cheap
store in the Great Wigwam Building

on Tremont Street, opposite the Kewanee House to the
west and Cutter’s Hall across Third Street to the north.
R. P. Parrish called the meeting to order and
James Elliott was elected chairman. That morning, a
muster roll had been set up in the office of Judge
John H. Howe in the Phillips Block, and 29 had enrolled. Elliott, Howe, Ralph A. Tenney, and others
gave speeches to encourage men to “come to the rescue of the country in this its hour of peril, and to escape the ignominy of being drafted by coming forward and putting their names upon the Muster Roll.”
Businessmen then began offering $10 bounties to
volunteers who enlisted. By the end of the night,
there were 55 names on the muster roll. And by the
end of Saturday, the enrollment swelled to 111 for
the company, named the Kewanee Guard. (Within
days, the Board of Supervisors of Henry County, ordered a bounty of $50 as well.)
On Saturday evening, the recruits met at Cutter’s
Hall on the corner of Tremont and Third Streets for the
election of officers. Tenney
was unanimously elected
Captain, Howe was elected
First Lieutenant, and Pratt
Second Lieutenant.

form yet another Kewanee company composed of
foreign-born citizens. They enrolled 30 men, but that
was too few to form a separate company. However,
many of those men eventually joined Captain Potter’s
company.
The Kewanee Guard and the Kewanee Blues received word that they would leave for Springfield on
September 28. At about noon on that day, a large
crowd of men, women, and children gathered to “bid
God speed to the departing.” The troops “fell in” in
front of the Kewanee House and, preceded by a band,
marched to the “Grove” (which became West Park).
Speeches were made and swords were given to the
officers. Company flags made by the women of
Kewanee and Wethersfield were presented, along
with bibles and books gathered by the women, followed by speeches by some of those women. After
the dinner, the excess food was boxed up for the
companies to take with them.
As departing time neared, the troops and the

Additionally, it was clear
that a second entire company could be formed, and
the task fell to Matthew B.
Potter. The muster roll for
that company opened Saturday evening, and by the next
Wednesday, the roll numbered 75. The company was
named the Kewanee Blues.
They held an election for officers, and Potter was unanimously named captain, Norman H. Pratt First Lieutenant, and Enoch W. Taylor
Second Lieutenant. Additional recruits signed up,
bringing the number to 91
men.
Within a span of a week,
Kewanee had formed two
companies.
There was an attempt to
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crowd proceeded to the train depot, followed by
“many tender and tearful partings, moving to all beholders.” Soon, the companies were aboard the train
and headed to Camp Butler, east of Springfield.
The Kewanee Guard became Company A of the
124th Illinois Infantry , while the Kewanee Blues became Company F of the same regiment. (Shortly after arriving at Camp Butler, Lt. Howe was appointed
lieutenant colonel, second in command of the 124th.
He later became colonel and commander of 124th.)
The companies served and fought primarily in and
around Vicksburg throughout the course of the war.
Overall, they marched by land and traveled by water
over 4,000 miles. They engaged in 14 skirmishes, 10
battles and sieges of 47 days and nights, and 13 days
and nights respectively. They were under the fire of
the Confederate flag-waving enemy for 82 days and
60 nights.
In addition, to Lieutenant Pratt, John Hervett,
William H. Wilson, and George W. Lester of Company A were killed in battle, all at Spanish Fort, Alabama. 13 men from Company A died during the
war, four deserted, and Captain Tenney resigned his
commission in July 1863 due to his health.
In Company F, Adam Pulling was killed at Vicksburg and Samuel F. Adams was killed at Spanish
Fort. 20 men died during the war, and Captain Potter
resigned in August 1863 after being wounded in the
heel and never fully recovering.
The regiment was mustered out in Vicksburg in
1865, and discharged in Chicago shortly thereafter.
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The companies arrived home in Kewanee on a Chicago, Burlington & Quincy train on the morning of
September 17. A crowd of citizens awaited the arrival
of the train at 7:00 a.m. and served a sumptuous breakfast. That night, Kewaneeans gave a general reception
for the returning veterans.
The men, in the absence of daily life with those
with whom they had lived and fought, began returning to the old routines. As one put it,
“[t]here was an abruptness about it all that
troubled us. But gradually we fell back into our
old habits and returned to the pursuits of
peace, not sorry that the warpath which had
led us so far, and for eighty-two days and sixty
nights under the enemy’s fire, was ended.”
(This story is only about the two companies organized in Kewanee. Many other men from Kewanee
and Wethersfield joined other companies organized
elsewhere in Illinois. For instance, after the disastrous defeat at Bull Run in July 1861, a group of
Kewaneeans went to Chicago and organized there as
Co. A of the 42nd Illinois Infantry Regiment.)
(Steve Morrison of the Henry County Genealogical Society has written extensively on Kewanee and
the Civil War, and helped in gathering information
for this article. Larry Lock, co-curator of the
Kewanee Historical Society’s museum, also provided information and assistance. The museum has
an extensive collection of Civil War documents and
artifacts, including letters and a diary of J.H. Howe.)
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