
 

 

    © 2021 Dean Karau All Rights Reserved                                        Read Dusty Roads® stories at facebook.com/dusty.roads.kewanee 
 

 
 
 
 

A story in the December 1, 1925, Kewanee Star-
Courier, began with the following paragraph:  

“John Cooper, residing at 921 N. Tremont 
street, is a fortunate man. No one will be dis-
posed to argue the foregoing statement when it 
is qualified by the statement that Mr. Cooper is 
soon to come into possession of 5,700 acres of 
fine farm land in Virginia and West Virginia 
and about $1,400,000 besides, which is largely 
invested in government bonds.” 

Over the next year, Cooper’s name in connection 
with his fortuitous situation appeared at least 70 
times in the local paper. It also appeared hun-
dreds upon hundreds of times in papers 
across the United States. He story cap-
tured the imagination of the country. 

But John Cooper’s story was a hoax.  

John Anthony Cooper was born in 1892 
in Porters Station, Delaware, to William 
Cooper and Mary Bradford. 

Cooper arrived in Kewanee in 1912 and in-
itially worked on the Little dairy farm in Weth-
ersfield where he was found to be a good 
worker. In 1913, Cooper married life-
long Kewanee resident Mary Opal 
McCready. William, the couple’s first 

son, was born the following year in Kewanee. They 
lived in Kewanee for a few years during which time 
Cooper worked for at least a while at the Kewanee 
Boiler Co. But John, the couple’s second son, was born 
in 1919 in New York, and in 1920 they were living in 
Philadelphia. 

By 1924, the Coopers had returned to Kewanee 
where Cooper worked for a while as a laborer. The 
couple lived on Madison Street that year when they 
added twins, Paul and Pauline,, to their family.  

   And then the tale which became known as the 
Cooper Hoax began.  

  In December 1926, Cooper was un-
employed from seasonal construction work. 
The family was living in an apartment at 921 

North Tremont Street and attended the First 
Christian Church. 

Cooper told the Star Courier that his 
great grandmother, Mrs. Francis Bradford, 

had left him an inheritance consisting of farm 
land on both sides of the Big Sandy River di-

viding Virginia and West Virginia. He 
said the land sat on valuable coal depos-
its and included a 22-room house and 
other buildings. 

Cooper said the terms of the will set  
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his 33rd birthday, September 18, 1926, 
as the date he would inherit. He was 
required to live on the land for his life-
time, after which the estate would go 
to his wife and children. Cooper said 
that his five brothers and a sister also 
shared in the estate, but that as he was 
great grandmother’s favorite, she left 
him the largest share. 

After 1926 arrived, Cooper worked 
on a construction crew near St. Louis 
while his family stayed in Kewanee. 
But in June, he returned to Kewanee 
where he would await his birthday. 

As the day approached, 
the Star Courier and other 
newspapers across the land 
joined Cooper in his count-
down to riches. Now living 
in an apartment above the 
Pettitt & Davis grocery store 
at the corner of N. Tremont 
and Fifth Streets, Cooper’s 
story of wealth began to ex-
pand. 

 In an August 3 Star-Cou-
rier story, Cooper said his 
Delaware attorneys told him 
that the estate now included 
$5,200,000 in cash and 
16,000 acres of which 1,100 
acres were in the coal mining 
region of West Virginia. The 
old 20-some room house had 
become a marble and stone 
30-room mansion, modern in 
every respect.  

On August 9, the paper 
wrote that Cooper, “in his 
quiet, almost bashful man-

ner,” announced to the 580 member 
First Christian Church that he would do-
nate $250,000 for a new church. He 
had hired a Virginia firm to design a 
building of stone with an auditorium 
seating 1,200, multiple additional 
rooms, a rooftop garden, and a new 
pipe organ. Local firms would assist in 
the construction. 

More stories about Cooper ap-
peared almost daily, including stories 
of requests being made from near and 
far for money or jobs from him. How-
ever, many stories also began raising 
questions. 

The Star Courier’s Au-
gust 10th headline shouted 
“COOPER INHERITANCE 
NOT VERIFIED” and was 
followed by a story which 
asked whether “John 
Cooper’s Virginia inher-
itance of $9,000,000 [is] an 
illusion or a reality?” The 
paper reported that the law-
yers previously identified by 
Cooper “confessed igno-
rance of the existence of a 
Mary Bradford estate or a 
John Cooper. . . .” The paper 
also had contacted numer-
ous Virginia and West Vir-
ginia counties, newspapers, 
and others but could find no 
evidence of any Bradford 
property or will.  The paper 
said that Cooper “merely 
laughed at the atmosphere 
of skepticism which has per-
vaded the community over 
the last few hours.”   

Over the next weeks, the 
Cooper story became the ep-
icenter of Kewanee gossip. 
The newspaper doggedly 
continued to investigate the 
bona fides of Cooper’s 
claims and continued to find 
nothing to support them.  

Meanwhile, Cooper cont- 
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inued with plans for the new church, and an architect 
came to town for discussions about it. Cooper also 
donated, and the Kewanee Public Hospital accepted, 
a new nurse’s home which would cost between 
$75,000 and $100,000. The Coopers were the guests 
of honor at a variety of events around the city. 

Then on August 26, the paper reported that a 
“Bradford will” had finally been discovered but from 
1783, and with  only a total of “363 pounds, 11 shil-
lings and six pence.” The estate had been divided and 
closed. Nevertheless, Kewaneans still wanted to be-
lieve in Cooper’s story. 

On September 14, Cooper ap-
parently left for Virginia to claim 
the inheritance. But a Peoria pa-
per reported that he had been in 
that city and then dropped out of 
sight. While his location could 
not be verified, the September 18 
Star Courier headline, based on a 
purported letter from Cooper, 
read “COOPER ESTATE NEAR-
LY $15,000,000.” The September 
21 paper reported that Cooper 
was returning to Kewanee with 
his father, Frank Cooper. The 
next day the paper reported that a 
new Stutz sedan had been deliv-
ered to Cooper’s home. Two days 
later the paper reported that while 
Cooper’s location was unknown, 
he had applied for $2,500,000 in-
surance policy. 

On September 25, Cooper fi-
nally returned to Kewanee. But 
all he would say was that his at-
torney would arrive the next day, 
at which time “everything will be 
explained.” 

Then it all came out, but not in 
the way anyone imagined. An ex-
tra edition of the Star Courier on 

September 27  revealed all of the efforts made by the 
paper to prove Cooper’s claims false. And the paper 
was scathing in its analysis.  

The next day’s paper reported that after two 
checks totaling $75,000 and deposited in local banks 
bounced, Cooper fled to the St. Louis area. The 
Wethersfield dairy farmer for whom Cooper first 
worked upon his arrival in 1912 said that “Cooper 
was a good worker, but a dreamer. Guess he had an-
other pipe dream.” Papers across the land picked up 
on the hoax. 

These 1926 photos and similar stories ran in hundreds of newspapers 
after Cooper’s hoax was discovered. 
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The next weeks saw summaries of Cooper’s 
Hoax. His creditors promised to “greet” him if he re-
turned to Kewanee. Eventually warrants were issued 
for his arrest. But Cooper never returned. 

Soon, Mrs. Cooper and her children were desti-
tute, and the paper started a fund for relief for them, 
which eventually raised over $275. In October, she 
told the paper that “I thought everything was going 
to come out all right and believed all John had told 
me, as he was so confident that he was going to get 
his money. It is hard for me to believe even yet that it 
was all a dream.” 

On November 5, the Star Courier reported on a 
letter from Cooper written from the Texas panhandle 
on his way to Colorado. In it, Cooper claimed he was 
duped by a brother and his father, both of whom 
laughed at him when he traveled East to claim the 
supposed inheritance. He promised he’d repay all 
money he owed, and he also promised revenge 
against his brother and father. 

Finally, in June 1927, Cooper turned up in San An-
gelo, Texas. A SAN ANGELO STANDARD article 
said he had joined his brother-in-law there, and that 
his wife and children were on their way to join him. A 
follow-up article reported that Cooper and his family 
were trying to start anew on a farm and poultry ranch. 
He told the reporter that “[y]ou will force us to leave 
San Angelo by your publicity.” Nevertheless, he pur-
ported to explain what had happened in Kewanee. 

Cooper, admitted that his reputation had been ru-
ined, but claimed he had no profit-motive in mind. In 
fact, he said he himself was the victim of a hoax. 
Cooper’ father, from whom he had been estranged 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

for 14 years, sent him a copy of the Mary Bradford 
will and told him he would be a “rich man.” Cooper 
said he fell for it, believing that he would soon be 
wealthy.  

Cooper said they were writing “a new chapter of 
their life” in Texas, their health had improved, and 
they were in the process of purchasing the farm, 
“with no thought of high finance, none whatsoever.” 

Apparently, life went on for the Cooper family, 
albeit without such drama. All four of Cooper’s chil-
dren served in the military during World War II. But 
Cooper and Opal eventually separated, and Cooper 
remarried.  

John A. Cooper 
died in 1967 in his 
home in Charleston, 
West Virginia. He 
was survived by both 
wives and three of his 
four children. He was 
74 years-old.  

Cooper’s story, a 
complete fabrication, 
nevertheless held Ke-
wanee’s attention as 
the roaring twenties 
continued toward the 
Depression. 

(I learned about Cooper’s Hoax when re-reading 
Larry Lock’s 40 page history of Kewanee, which can 
be found at the Kewanee Historical Society’s web-
site. Check it out for more on the history of 
Kewanee.) 


