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Kewanee – In the Beginning . . .
From a Vast Cornfield to One of the Most Thriving Towns in Henry County in a Year and a Half
What was Kewanee like in its first year? Let’s take
a look. But first, for a frame of reference, let’s revisit
Wethersfield prior to the founding of Kewanee.
Wethersfield’s growth was stunted by the
Financial Panic of 1837, which lasted through much
of the 1840s. By the early 1850s, Wethersfield had
only a dozen or so businesses operating in the village.
It’s population hovered around 400, but most lived
on farms outside of the village. What later became

Kewanee Township had another 400 or so similarly
living on farms. It was a typical agricultural economy
with folks having to travel to Peoria, Lacon, or
Chicago for their wares.
Of course, we know what happened next. By 1852,
the Central Military Tract Railroad had decided to bypass Wethersfield to the north. By early 1854, the
CMTR selected land owned by Matthew and John
Potter for a depot. But the Potters wanted to keep
farming. So they sold five
acres to George Morris and
Silas Willard to build a store.
Then, in return for choice
acreage in Wethersfield, the
brothers transferred the balance of their land to Wethersfield businessmen Henry
Little, Sylvester Blish, Sullivan Howard, Dwight Needham, and Ralph A. Tenney.
With Blish owning the
quarter-section to the east of
the Potter farm, that small
group of men eventually possessed much of the new village of Berrien. Later that
month, those entrepreneurs
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laid out the new village and filed a plat with
the Henry County Recorder in May 1854.
In June, Nelson Lay arrived from Wisconsin, purchased some of the land in the
new village and also built another store. In
the meantime, Howard and Tenney acquired two lots near the depot and built the
Kewanee House, the first hotel. It was completed in August, about a month and a half
before the railroad reached the village.
By the time the first trains arrived, the village consisted of 11 dwellings, the hotel, a
warehouse, and a makeshift train depot.
There were no structures east of Main Street.
However, many Wethersfield residents
and businesses were drawn to the north by
the magnet of the railroad. Others from outside of the area saw the potential and moved
to the new village as well. The village rapidly grew. How fast? A spring 1856 article
in Chicago’s Daily Democratic Press told the story.
The paper reported that the village had a population of 1,200. “Kewanee in August 1854 was a vast
cornfield[;] now it is one of the most thriving towns
in Henry County. . . . Wethersfield – which is fast
growing into Kewanee [has] a population of . . .
about 600 to 700.”
At the end of 1855, the paper reported that
Kewanee had one banking & exchange office - 9 dry
goods, & clothing stores - 3 hardware & stove stores 8 drug & medicine stores - 1 homeopathy pharmacy 2 jewelry stores - 4 grocery & provision stores - 8 furniture & cabinet ware rooms - 2 book stores - 4 boot
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& shoe stores - 2 merchant tailors - 1 flouring mill - 1
saw mill - 5 lumber yards - 7 produce dealers - 1 newspaper, book & job office - 2 lawyers - 2 notaries public
- 5 physicians - 1 surgeon - 4 millinery stores - 1 daguerrean artist - 4 blacksmiths - 47 carpenters & joiners - 2 hotels - 5 boarding houses - 10 masons - 2 tin
shops - 2 plow & harrow manufacturers - 3 harness
shops - 2 paint shops - 1 brick yard 2 bakeries - 1
livery stable - 1 market - 3 wheelwright shops.
“The above list is now increased considerably; but
it will give your reader a sufficient idea of the business
conducted at Kewanee. There is a large grain warehouse, with elevator, capable of holding 20,000 bushels of grain. The steam flouring mill . . . is one of the
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largest in the West, costing about $12,000. It is now
in successful operation. Of the above, the sales of
three dry goods stores amount within a year past to
$120,000. One of the six lumber yards does a business
amounting to $30,000 per annum.”

a home there.) At the time, the paper estimated that another 100 buildings were being erected.

There was a brick manufacturing business which
had made 750,000 bricks in 1855 with plans for expansion. The burgeoning coal industry along “Coal
Valley” (going through today’s Baker Park) had a
seemingly inexhaustible supply of coal being taken
out and delivered to homes and to the rails.
The railroad provided the following statement of
shipments out of Kewanee for 1855 into early 1856:

The religious community in Kewanee and Wethersfield included two Congregational churches, two
Methodist churches, and one church each for Baptists, Episcopalians, and Catholics.
The village was in the process of building the first
high school for Kewanee and Wethersfield students.
Many other elementary schools dotted the countryside, and both an east and a west school had been
built in the village.
A public hall seating 300 had just been finished. A
five-acre public park (today’s West Park) was being
fenced in, with lots around it being platted and sold.
(Kewanee’s future Civil War General John Howe built
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Social and benevolent societies included the Division of the Sons of Temperance, a Masonic Lodge,
and an Odd Fellows lodge. Kewanee could even boast
of an eleven-member “Kewanee Sax-horn Band.”
It is not an exaggeration to say that our hometown’s early growth was exponential, and it was a
trajectory it maintained for over half a century.
Kewanee had quickly found its way onto everyone’s
radar.
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(All color images are from the MAP OF HENRY COUNTY, ILLINOIS, compiled & published by P. Holmes, 1860.)
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