Dean Karau

May 2021

Early Coal Mining in Kewanee
It Fueled the Development of Our Hometown
When the purchasing committee for the Wethersfield colonists arrived in 1836 to buy land in
Henry County, they found coal in Section 19 of what
became Wethersfield Township. After the settlers arrived the next year, they opened what likely was the
first coal mining operation in Henry County to power
their saw and grist mills.

arrived in 1854, coal mining operations began in the
township.

In the 1970s, Dean L. Bates, whose ancestors began mining in Kewanee in the 1850s, talked and
wrote about the history of the early Kewanee mines.

By the time the railroad began surveying for its
route in 1851, the colonists were already aware of
coal in Section 29 of what would become Kewanee
Township. Not long after the village which would
become Kewanee was platted and the first train
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Bates said that the first mines were located along
a ravine called Coal Valley. The miners later referred
to it as the “South Slough.” The South Slough was a
deep ravine which ran generally northwesterly, from
the southwest corner of the Franklin School property
to today’s 15th tee and across the 17th fairway of what
became the Baker Park Golf Course.

Read Dusty Roads® stories at facebook.com/dusty.roads.kewanee

Bates believed the choice of the word “slough”
suggested that the area was “choked with native
swamp grasses, cattails, and willows, which greatly
retarded drainage.” He thought the water fountain
located near today’s 15th hole (at the bottom off “suicide hill”) was the entrance to a mine. (In fact, the
area slightly to the east toward what is now Madison
Street became one of the first sources of water for the
small village and later was where the village located
its waterworks.)
The last of the mines operating along the South
Slough probably closed in the mid-to late 1860s. The
last of the mines “removed the coal underlying most
of the area now occupied by Hole Nos. [10 – 14] of
the . . . golf course. The shaft was located on the west
side of the small ravine just below No. [18] Green.”
below the ravine, the opening had to
pitch downward. This was referred to
as a “slope” mine.
Drift mines were preferred over
slope mines because of water drainage problems with the latter. But later,
miners began using vertical shaft
mines, which did not need to be located in a ravine.
The mines in the North Slough
continued operating even as other
mines opened to the east and to the
north.

To the north of today’s Madison Street was another deep ravine which the
miners called the “North
Slough.” It ran northward for
about a mile before turning to
the west.
According to Bates, coal
extraction from both of the
sloughs used two mining
techniques to take the coal
from the ravines.
Where the ravine was
deeper than the vein of coal,
the tunnel-like opening of the
mine could start level with the
coal. This was called a “drift”
mine. But where the coal was
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In the late 1860s, the Lathrop Coal
Mining Company, owned by Boston
capitalists, came to the township. It
eventually operated the largest shaft mine in the area
with a depth of about 50 feet
and employed up to 200
miners.
But most of the early
mines were small and operated only for a few years.
There were many clay dikes
(“horsebacks”) which impeded small mining operations (although the clay supported the brick-making
business). Many mines also
had water problems, which
were exacerbated by that
fact that many mines did not
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operate in the summer, allowing water to accumulate. It
often was easier to start a
new mine rather than
deal with the water
when mining commenced in the
fall.
According to
Bates, many of
the old-time miners believed that
the area had been
mined out relatively early on.
But in his estimation, no more
than 30% of the
underlying coal
was recovered
and sold. As techniques improved
and better capitalized companies entered the area, old areas
were found to contain large amounts of recoverable coal.
Mining continued in Kewanee well into the 20th
century. But those early mines and miners were important to the development of our hometown. While
the abundance of coal may not have influenced the
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route chosen by the Central
Military Tract Railroad
which led to the founding
of Kewanee, its existence powered the
trains running on
the tracks and created a long-lasting industry for
the developing village. It also drew
many immigrants
to Kewanee – first
English, Welsh,
and Irish, then
middle Europeans, and later still
eastern Europeans.
To paraphrase
Dave Clarke, for
years we thought
the “hog” was the
king of Kewanee, but “coal”
was our hometown’s first
king.
(You can find Dean Bates’ full story and other
photos and information on mining at the Kewanee
Historical Society.)
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USGS map showing the locations of known mines. At least twice as many existed but the records of
their locations no longer exist.
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