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Kewanee High School’s First Baseball Team
The National Pastime Only Became a Boilermaker Sport in 1940
I’ve written before about aspects of Kewanee’s
rich baseball history, which began soon after our
hometown was founded in 1854. But curiously, it
wasn’t until 1940 that Kewanee High School fielded
a team.
Why did it take so long for the National Pastime
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to reach the high school? It’s possible that, because
other youth baseball leagues were typically starting
in the spring, it was hard to field a team – American
Legion ball was hugely popular. Or perhaps because
it was a spring sport which required fair weather, and
the school didn’t think it was practical.
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However, I have it from a good source that it may
have been because the high school athletic director/
football coach wanted his players in spring football
practice, not playing baseball. (He also may have
given in because he knew he was leaving Kewanee
– a little over a month later, he announced he was
going to Galesburg high school to serve as football
and track coach and director of physical education.) I also know that my uncle and
namesake, who loved the game of
baseball, refused to play any high
school sports because of the lack of
support shown for baseball by most
of the high school athletic department.
But it doesn’t matter why it
didn’t happen earlier. Let’s celebrate the advent of prep baseball in Kewanee.
On March 5, 1940, Kewanee High School athletic
director Ross Anderson announced that high school
baseball was finally coming to
Kewanee. While details still needed
to be worked out, a new conference
was in the works and a tentative sixgame schedule had already been arranged. There would be home-andhome games with Canton, Peoria
Manual, and Pekin. The plans were
for pitchers and catchers to begin
working out in the high school gym
until the weather permitted outdoor
practices.
The school and the Kewanee
Park Board reached an agreement
for all home games to be played at
the improved Baker Park baseball
diamond. In fact, because its facilities were so attractive, Baker Park
was named to host the state district
tournament where eight teams
would compete for the right to advance to the state finals. But when
Work Projects Administration enrollees became available again to
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construct the new nine holes of the Baker Park Golf
course, the park board moved into high gear to
get the Northeast Park diamond ready for high
school use by April 1.
On March 19, Coach Galen Landis led the
squad in fungo drills on the football team’s
practice field. Forty-four boys signed up for
the team tryouts for the first prep baseball team in city history. An additional home-and-home series with
Princeville also had been arranged,
with hopes of adding additional
games during the regular season.
Coach Landis had less than a
month to select his players and get
them ready for play in the newlyformed Illini League. In addition to
the football field at the high school, the team eventually was able to workout on the diamond at Northeast
Park.
On Tuesday, April 16, 1940, after the opening game was postponed
because of weather, the first
Kewanee High School baseball
team took to the field in Peoria
against Peoria Manual. But Peoria
held the Boilermakers to three hits
in an 8–2 thrashing. While Kewanee
pitching held their opponents to
only five hits, multiple errors by the
Kewanee nine paved the way for the
loss.
The ball team went on to lose
eight of nine of the first season’s
regularly-scheduled games. They
were outscored 73 – 27, including a
24 – 0 drubbing at the hands of
Princeville. Only one regular hit
above .300 and a number of players
were mired in the low .200s. It was
an inauspicious start to the baseball’s introduction at our hometown
school, and it did not bode well for
its chances in the upcoming district
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tournament to be played at Northeast Park.
In 1931, Northeast Park had become the nation’s
first non-commercial baseball field to be illuminated.
While originally scheduled to play all of their regular
season home games under the lights, the KHS nine
had to move games up to 4:00 p.m. due to the
weather. But a number of the tournament games were
scheduled to be played under the lights.

loped Dunlap 8–1. A tight defense combined with
nine hits helped Walwar to victory. Scoring two in
the second, another two in the fourth, and then four
in the sixth put the game away.
The upstart Boilermakers were only a Saturday
victory away from going to state. However, they had
to face Princeville, the team which had scored two
dozen runs against them in their last game.

The field of eight teams included Dunlap, Farmington, East Peoria, Low Point, Princeville, and Peoria Woodruff. The Boilermakers were slated to play
the Monmouth Zippers on Monday at 8:00 p.m.

Saturday morning was partly cloudy, with the
temperature to reach 70 degrees by noon. Unfortunately, a steady rain began falling, and the 2:00 p.m.
game eventually had to be rescheduled to Monday.

Boilermaker pitcher Art Walwar
gave up a hit and
loaded the bases in
the first inning against the Zippers, but put out the
fire without a run scoring. The two teams traded
scoreless innings through the top of the fourth. Then
the Boilermaker’s bats came alive for a six-run inning. They scored six more runs by the sixth inning,
at which time the game was called. Walwar gave up
just that first inning hit and otherwise stymied the
Zippers with his big curve ball. The team collected
10 hits, spraying the ball to all fields.

Monday was chilly
and overcast, and the
infield was muddy. Art
Walwar and Kewanee’s defense struggled, spotting Princeville an early
four-run lead. While the Boilermakers loaded the bases in the first, they couldn’t score. But they chipped
away at the lead, scoring a run in the third and another in the fourth. After Princeville scored in the
fifth, KHS rallied for two in the sixth. The Boilermakers loaded the bases in the seventh, but could not
bring the run home. The dark skies along with approaching dusk allowed Princeville’s pitcher to
strike out the side in the ninth. Kewanee’s hopes of
an upset were dashed,
and Princeville escaped from Kewanee

On Wednesday,
Walwar pitched another one-hitter as
the Boilermakers wal© 2021 Dean Karau All Rights Reserved
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with a 5-4 victory and a trip to state.
Two years later, many of those
1940s players had joined the military
and were serving their families,
friends, city, and country in World
War II. But those young men had set
an example for those who followed,
including the 1942 Boilermaker nine,
who made it into the state finals.
(This story is for my dad. Before he
died, I had the good fortune of recording his recollections of some of the
1940 season. While no one was formally named a captain on the team,
Mr. Landis treated him like one. That
spring, my dad had taken Mr. Landis’
three-hour building trades class in the
morning. He recalled talking baseball
with Mr. Landis during class. They discussed batting
orders, positions, and other strategies. My dad had
very fond memories of Mr. Landis and that team.)
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