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(Fred A. Rozum wrote STREETCARS IN KEWANEE 

AND GALVA, ILLINOIS, a book published by the 
Kewanee Historical Soci-
ety after his untimely 
death. Most of the details 
for my story come from 
Mr. Rozum’s book. If 
you’re interested in Ke-
wanee and streetcars, it’s 
a “must read.”) 

By the turn of the cen-
tury, Kewanee began 
paving its streets, but it 
was a slow process. Ac-
cording Fred Rozum, 
“[f]or the most part the 
roadways were dirt and 
during the year would 
range from deserts of 
dust, glaciers of ice and 
snow and, most discour-
aging of all, bottomless 
pits of mud.”  

An alternative to pav-
ing was being developed 
across the United States - 
local and interurban rail-
ways. While the vehicles 

initially were powered by horses and mules, the elec-
tric motor soon became the power source of choice. 

In 1901, Kewanee 
businessman S. E. Robb 
wrote that a local street 
railway would help 
build up the city and 
prove to be a profitable 
venture. The editor of 
the Kewanee Star-Cou-
rier concurred and add-
ed that an interurban 
railway between Ke-
wanee and several other 
cities in Henry County 
would be also be appre-
ciated and profitable.  

Meanwhile, in late 
1901, Knox County 
businessmen were plan-
ning to construct an in-
terurban line from 
Galesburg to the north-
east, along the main line 
of the Chicago, Bur-
lington & Quincy Rail-
road (“CB&Q”). This 
Galesburg and Oneida 
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Electric Railway (“G&O”) 
also contemplated extending 
the line to Galva. Kewanee 
railway supporters believed 
their city should be included 
in the plans.   

After G&O officials vis-
ited Kewanee in early 1902, 
the city council granted a 
franchise for a city line and 
an interurban line.  Soon, the 
Galesburg and Kewanee 
Electric Railway (“G&K”) 
was organized and absorbed 
the G&O.  

The new company began 
acquiring rights-of-way 
along the route between 
Kewanee and Galva, the bal-
ance to be built on existing 
county roads. Originally, the 
interurban line would follow the CB&Q right-of-way 
from Galva toward Kewanee before turning east into 
Wethersfield on West McClure, then north on Ten-
ney and South Main Streets, and finally connecting 
with a line to the east at Third Street to the outskirts 
of town.   

By early June, the interurban survey between 
Galesburg and Kewanee was completed. The entire 
line would be on the southeast side of the CB&Q. 
G&K would begin building north from Galesburg in 
the spring but in early November grading began in 
Kewanee, with a goal of completing a line from north- 

east Kewanee through downtown. 

The first materials, a 
carload of poles, arrived 
on November 11, fol-
lowed by other supplies 
in rapid order.  The 
work force reached 57 
men and more were be-
ing added.  The G&K 
also was considering 
building a new recrea-
tion park to the north-

east of downtown at the old 
East Lake Park grounds off 
Lake Street.   

As 1903 began, work con-
tinued on the city and inter-
urban lines. By spring, con-
struction in Kewanee picked 
up, 40 carloads of rail await-
ing to be laid, and a power-
house was planned for Weth-
ersfield on Tenney Street.  

By early June work began 
on the local railway track to 
the northeast.  The line started 
at Third and Main Streets, 
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headed east on Third Street past the Western Tube 
factory, turned north on East Street, then east again 
on Lake Street to the park, renamed Terminal Park.  

But financial stress caused a change in the plans. 
The G&K proposed a more limited build, completing 
only the interurban to Galva and the line through 
Kewanee to Terminal Park, dropping the other local 
lines in Kewanee and the interurban line from Galva 
to Galesburg.   

But progress continued. The G&K’s generator 
had arrived and was placed in the Kewanee Light & 
Power Company plant. Two rail cars were on their 
way.  The line to the northeast was completed and 
work was being done in Wethersfield on Tenney and 
McClure Streets.  

A legal tussle developed between the residents 
living on South Main Street and G&K. The residents, 
unhappy about streetcars running on their upscale 
street, obtained an injunction to stop the work. But 
G&K ultimately prevailed and construction contin-
ued. 

With the installation of its generator completed, 
the G&K announced plans to expand its routes with  
a line to the west side of Kewanee.  

When the first two, al-
beit used, four-wheel 
streetcars arrived in late 
summer, G&K officials 
invited leading citizens 
for a ride. On August 21, 
1903, at 8:00 p.m., The 
two  cars traveled along 
Third Street to East 
Street and then north on 
East Street to Lake Street 
and Terminal Park.  
Though the cars derailed 
several times because of 

the roughness of the curve at Third and East Streets, 
no one was hurt, and  Kewanee entered into the 
streetcar age.  

Regular service began on August 26. The first car 
left Main and Third Streets at 6:30 a.m. and the last 
at 10:00 p.m., with cars running every half hour. The 
curve from Main Street to Division Street was nearly 
complete and service to Wethersfield would begin 
soon.   

During the Great Kewanee Fair, the G&K ob- 

tained an open car from Galesburg. It allowed hop-
ping on or off at any point and could carry almost 
twice as many passengers as the other cars to and 
from the fair. 

By mid-October the Wethersfield line had 
opened, and cars were running to Wethersfield and 
to Terminal Park every 20 minutes.  

In November, G&K built a 30 ft. x 75 ft. carbarn 
at Terminal Park to accommodate two tracks and 
shelter six cars. G&K also put in a repair shop and 
added glass to the vestibules of the cars to protect the 
motormen and conductors. 

Earlier G&K had obtained its first interurban car. 
Until the Galva line was completed, it began operat-
ing in Wethersfield in November.  For passenger 
comfort, a hard-coal stove was placed in the inter-
urban car.   
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Between the Wethersfield and the Ter-
minal Park lines, an estimated 5,000 rid-
ers a day were using the new system. 

By the end of 1903, a 44 ft. x100 ft. 
pavilion/skating rink was built at Termi-
nal Park. It was leased to John P. Brady 
for the operation of a recreational park 
similar the one he operated at Crystal 
Lake Park. Skating began that winter and a 
building with a seating capacity of 800  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

was planned. Other recreational activi-
ties, including a ballfield, were con-
templated. 

In the coming years, the local street 
car system would expand, and the in-
terurban railway to Galva  would be 
built. But 1903 was the year that 
Kewanee and Wethersfield joined the 
streetcar ecosystem. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fred Rozum’s book was the source of the majority of 
information for this story, along with the research I had 
previously conducted for my story on the founding of 
Windmont Park.  

Rozum’s book contains the most detailed analysis yet of 
the Kewanee and Galva railway lines. It’s available from 
the Kewanee Historical Society for a $15.00 donation. 


