
 

 

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

 
 
 
 

It would seem hard to imagine what it was really 
like at many times in the past. For, instance, what it 
was like in the first years of our hometown’s exist-
ence.  

Well, we actually have a first-hand account of that 
time from one of the very first residents in the new 
village of Berrien, later renamed Kewanee. Her name 
was Eliza Agnes Sloan (née Castle). Here’s her story. 

Eliza was born in Ashtabula County, Ohio, in 
1832. She received her education at Kingsville Acad-
emy in nearby Kingsville and at a school for young 
women in Madison, Ohio. 

In June 1854, Eliza was married to Horace Lendol 
Sloan in Ashtabula.  

Horace was also born in Kingsville to Seymour and 
Drucilla Sloan in 1826. He also attended Kingsville 
Academy. At eighteen he read the law for two years. 

Eliza Agnes Castle Sloan 
As One of the First Residents and a Witness to the Birth of Our Hometown 

May 2021 Dean Karau 

“[o]n the whole it was for the first five 
years an idyllic town, no jealousies, no 
strife, no bitterness anywhere, everybody 
was everybody’s friend and ready to do or 
share whatever would bring the greatest 
amount of happiness.” 

Eliza Agnes Castle Sloan. 
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But he then decided to explore a different career.   

In 1853, Seymour, his wife, and seven of their 
children moved to Henry County, and he purchased 
acreage straddling what became Wethersfield and 
Kewanee Townships, with his house just north of to-
day’s East Division Street. Horace’s younger brother 
and later-famous artist, Junius R. Sloan, accompa-
nied the family to Illinois.  

Horace returned to Ohio for his marriage to Eliza, 
and then brought his bride back to the Illinois prairie. 
“I arrived in Wethersfield [at her in-law’s home], a 
young inexperienced girl, a bride,” Eliza said thirty 
years later. Where downtown Kewanee eventually 
stood, there was only “a vast cornfield with a tiny 
frame house in the midst.” (It was the house of the 
Potter brothers, the first residents of what became our 
hometown.) 

In time, Horace and Eliza built one of the first 
dwellings in the newly-platted village of Berrien. 

Eliza and Horace purchased a lot for a home at 
what is now 105 S. Tremont Street. “[W]e were al-
most snubbed for going so 
far out of town, town 
meaning the R. R. Station, 
the old ‘Pioneer Store,’ 
kept by Willard and Morse 
and a few other buildings 
which had clustered near 
together.” These busi-
nesses were on Main 
Street, all within a couple 
of hundred yards of the rail- 

road. 

The Sloan’s dwelling was a balloon framed house 
set on posts. Eliza said that the “house was planted in 
the midst of corn stubble . . . .”  When they moved in, 
the house was nearly empty and had no interior walls 
except as structural integrity demanded.  

A few nights later, a strong wind arose, accompa-
nied by thunder, lightening, rain, and hail. The house 
“rocked on its slender pins like a boat on water, and 
at last a wild blast gave it a lurch which made me sure 
the whole thing meant to topple over.” Eliza and Hor-
ace raced outdoors when the storm seemed to let up a 
little. They discovered “all the posts tipped over in the 
soft earth, one corner ‘skewed’ entirely off and the 
whole house at least two feet farther north than it was 
originally set.”  

Eliza experienced a combination of excitement 
and fear and did not want to return to the house that 
night. So they went south to Henry Gilman Little’s 
house on the south side of today’s West Division 
Street, near its intersection with Tenney Street. At 

2:00 a.m., they rapped on 
Little’s door. They were 
“welcomed with words of 
cordial, soothing sympa-
thy, and given a safe and 
pleasant haven of rest for 
the remainder of the 
night.” 

The welcome the Sloans 
received from the Little 
family was what they had 



 

 

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

come to expect after their brief time in 
their new hometown.  

When they first arrived, they didn’t 
know the Littles. But they soon learned 
of Henry, known for “his sterling worth, 
his public spirit and business enterprise, 
but no less for his charming wife and 
bright pretty children.” Of Fidelia Little, 
Eliza remembered Henry’s wife’s “ help-
ful ways and cheering words, as well as 
her exemplification of the true charity 
which could ‘speak no evil.’”  

Initially,the Sloan’s had to haul water 
from Bronsen’s spring, about a mile and 
a half northwest of Kewanee, along what 
soon became known as “Coal Valley” when coal 
mining began in earnest. They also built a cistern to 
catch rainwater, and then finally were able to dig a 
well. However, in dry spells, the well could prove 
unreliable. 

After the Sloan’s’ home 
was finished, Eliza became 
involved with nearly every 
improvement made in the 
new village. When queried 
by some of her Eastern 

friends about what they found to 
amuse themselves on the prairie, Eliza 
replied “[b]less you, we can’t find half 
time enough for all we want to do, and 
I catch myself wishing every day that 
there were ten days in a week.” 

It was hard for others to imagine 
“how bare the place was, and how 
desolate when the wintry blasts 
reigned supreme.” 

One particular form of “amusement” 
gained national attention. The village’s 
women took on the task of beautifying 
“our bare prairie town with trees.” The 
women formed what was originally 

named the Kewanee Tree Association, but which later 
became the “Dime Society.” 
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The November 16, 1855, Cleveland Leader, as did 
other newspapers across the land, reported on the 
group: 

“The ladies of Kewanee, Henry county, Illinois, 
have organized a ‘Tree Association,’ the object of 
which is to encourage the planting of trees at suitable 
distances from each other along each side of every 
street in the town. The object is meritorious, and the 
ladies deserve the thanks not only of the Kewanee-
ans, but of all who profit by their example.” 

The Henry County Dial, published in Kewanee, 
wrote in its May 1, 1856, edition that “nothing adds 
to the attractiveness of a town like ours . . . as the 
proper attention to the cultivation of trees, fruits, and 
flowers. The Ladies Tree Association . . . are extend-
ing the planting of trees to all the streets not reached 
last Autumn, and by so doing, are meriting the ap-
probation of our citizens and are receiving the just 
praise and commendation of the Press through the 
country.”  

In addition to beautifying the town, there were 
churches and schools to build, benevolent associations 
to establish and manage, and forms of entertainment 
to start. Eliza told of the Lyceum where issues of the 
day were discussed and debated. Of course, the 
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churches held fairs and hosted other activities. 

As the village grew, Eliza enjoyed the dancing 
parties at the Kewanee House, the village’s first ho- 
tel. Later, musical groups were formed and played 
there and in other halls being built. Indeed, with eve-
rything going on, there certainly was a need for a ten 
day week! 

Unfortunately for the Sloans, the Civil War left 
Horace in broken health, and they had to leave  
Kewanee. They moved to Chicago where Horace 
worked and Eliza continued giving of herself to a new 
community. In 1887, they moved to Redlands, Cali-
fornia, where they opened the successful Sloan House, 
the first hotel in the business portion of the town. Eliza 
and Horace lived out the rest of their lives in Califor-
nia.  

But the couple’s years in Kewanee were always re-
membered fondly. In Eliza’s words,  

“[o]n the whole it was for the first five years an idyllic 
town, no jealousies, no strife, no bitterness any-where, 
everybody was everybody’s friend and ready to do or 
share whatever would bring the greatest amount of 
happiness.”  


