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As we know, the Abner and Nancy Lit-
tle family was prominent in early Weth-
ersfield. One-third of the original 
1837 Wethersfield colonists were 
members of the Little family or 
in-laws. And other of their rela-
tives eventually made their 
way to Wethersfield as well. 

One of those was Ralph 
Augustus Tenney. He was 
the nephew of Caleb Jewett 
Tenney, considered the fa-
ther of Wethersfield. But 
Ralph also was the nephew 
of Nancy Little, making him 
a cousin of Henry Gilman 
Little, one of the icons of the 
colony.  

While not an original colo-
nist, Ralph found his way to 
Wethersfield about the time the 
Central Military Tract Railroad de-
cided to bypass Wethersfield in favor 
of a high plain to the north. He soon be-
came a co-founder of what developed into  

 

 

our hometown. 

   Ralph and his twin sister were 
born in1826 in Hollis, New Hamp-

shire, to Ralph Emerson Tenney 
and Phebe Caroline Smith. Af-
ter schooling, Ralph contin-
ued to work on his father’s 
farm. 

But in 1851, Ralph be-
came restless and decided 
to throw in his lot with his 
extended family in the 
Wethersfield colony. 

Garry Smith opened the 
first mercantile store in the 
village proper in 1847 and 

was its postmaster. When 
Smith died in 1852, Ralph and 

Deacon Francis Loomis took 
over the operation of the store and 

post office, and Ralph was named 
postmaster in 1853.  

     In 1852, Ralph married young 
Harriet Newell Needham, the 16 year-old  
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daughter of Wethersfield’s Dwight 
Needham. 

By this time the railroad had al-
ready decided to bypass Weth-
ersfield. In early 1854 it had also 
decided to locate a depot about a 
mile and a half to the north. 
Needham acquired 155 acres of the 
northwest quarter of Section 33 
from Matthew and John Potter, in 

and around where the depot was planned. Needham 
then sold it to Ralph, Ralph’s cousin Henry Little, 
and Ralph’s cousin’s husband Sullivan Howard. 
(They later sold an interest to Nelson Lay when he 
arrived later that summer.) Combined with Sylvester 
Blish’s quarter-section to the east, those men owned 
most of the land which would become the new village 
of Berrien, later Kewanee.  

After Berrien was platted, Ralph and Sullivan 
Howard acquired two lots near where the depot was 
to be located, on the condition that they build a hotel. 
Howard took charge of designing and building what 
became the Kewanee House. It was completed in 

August, about a month and a half before the railroad 
reached the village. In 1856, E. V. Bronson ac-
quired the hotel.  

Soon, Ralph erected a house on the southwest 
corner of Tremont and First Streets, the first brick 
house in the village. (It’s still standing and is the lo-
cation of today’s Coffee Morning Coffee shop. The 
two-story front is the original house and the flooring 
and interior walls are likely original, too.) 

Ralph continued to vigorously engage in develop-
ing the new village.  

Blish was Kewanee’s first postmaster. (He had 
been Wethersfield’s first postmaster as well.) But 
when he died in 1855, Ralph succeeded him. In the 
same year, Ralph served on a group trying to organ-
ize a railroad from Rock Island to Peoria, hoping it 
would run near the village. Ralph also served a term 
as the presiding officer of Kewanee’s Free Mason 
Lodge, first founded in Wethersfield but moved to 
Kewanee in 1855. He was a Henry County supervi-
sor in 1859 and again in 1860. At the October 1860 
Democrat county convention, Ralph was nominated  
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nominated to run for sheriff.  

Ralph first worked in Kewanee at Nelson Lay’s 
mercantile shop on the corner of Main and Second 
Streets, and soon bought an interest in the store. Not 
long after, Lay decided to pursue other endeavors, so 
Ralph and his brother-in-law Howard Sullivan 
bought the store. Howard & Tenney operated for 
only a short while, and then it became Tenney, Hardy 
& Company, with Ralph joining forces with two 
brothers from the East. In 1857, Tenney & Hardy 
sold the enterprise to Little & Perkins. 

THE HENRY COUNTY DIAL was the first newspa-
per in Kewanee, but Tenney & Hardy’s KEWANEE 

ADVERTISER was the second paper (it later 
became R. A. TENNEY’S ADVERTISER). The 
newspaper’s office was located in the mer-
cantile building at the corner of Main and 
Second Streets. But Ralph soon sold the pa-
per to Chauncey Bassett, who had previ-
ously owned THE DIAL. 

About the same time a number of men, 
including Ralph and the Potter brothers, be-
gan raising Morgan horses, a breed dating 
back to the early years of the Republic. 
Ralph also bought and sold other livestock 
and farm equipment.  

As one of the founders of Kewanee and 
owner of a sizable number of blocks in the 
village, Ralph platted and sold off lots.  

For years, he also sold lithographic maps of 
Kewanee. (In 1856, he donated a Kewanee 

map for the time capsule placed in the cornerstone of the 
Methodist Church, and later when he lived in Chicago, 
he was a map dealer.)  

 Ralph was an ardent Democrat, and at times 
found himself at odds with his Republican relatives 
and friends such as Henry Little. But Ralph had much 
to do with arranging for Senator Stephen A. Douglas 
to speak in Kewanee in October 1858 in the midst of 
his re-election campaign against Abraham Lincoln. 
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(Lincoln gave an impromptu speech in Kewanee two 
days later.) Ralph was helping close out the Cutter 
store’s stock of goods on the morning Douglas was 
to arrive and to speak on the front porch of the store. 
A heavy rain storm had terrorized the village, and 
Ralph arranged to have a load of straw scattered in 
the street to keep listeners from sinking in the mud. 

Ralph experienced many adventures in his life. 
For instance, on a July evening in 1853, a valuable 
horse owned by his father-in-law was stolen. The 
next morning, Ralph and another man started in pur-
suit. That night, having caught the thief with the 
horse and two other stolen horses near today’s Ti-
skilwa in Bureau County, the two men returned 
home. Wethersfield Justice of the Peace Charles B. 
Miner reported that, “[t]he thief, SHERMAN, is 
lodged in jail. Other papers please copy.”  

Ralph, like hundreds of other men from 
Kewanee and Wethersfield, fought in the Civil 
War. In August 1862, the villages raised a com-
pany called the “Kewanee Guard,” later becoming 
Company A of the 124th Illinois Infantry. Ralph 
was unanimously elected captain. In September, after 
rousing speeches by Ralph and others, the soldiers 
boarded a train for the war. 

The company served and fought primarily in and 

around Vicksburg. But in July 1863, Ralph was 
forced to resign his commission. In a July 29, 1863, 
letter to the Geneseo Republic, Ralph explained that “I 
have been unwell for the past four months, and have 
become reduced in weight from 179 to 122 pounds. 
The doctors told me in May last that . . . I should have 
resigned then, only I was bound to see Vicksburg 
taken, so I stuck to it until that was done, when I sent 
in my resignation, accompanied by four surgeons’ 
certificates of disability, which, the Medical Director 
told me, were strong enough to take me through 
h_ll.”  

In 1867, Ralph, Harriet, their two children, and 
Dwight Needham moved to Chicago. However, Ralph 
always had a warm spot in his heart for Kewanee and 
his friends living there. He wrote updates of his life 
and adventures for Kewanee’s newspapers and con-
tinued to visit his friends in Kewanee. 

Ralph Augustus Tenney died in Chicago in 1893. 
He was 66 years-old.  

Hiram Lay of Kewanee’s first department store,  
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Lyman & Lay, and son of early Kewanee business-
man Nelson Lay, said Ralph was one of the best 
friends he ever had. Explaining once why he was 
known by some as “Jolly Ralph,” Lay told of the time 
when Ralph was lying sick on a bed in Nelson Lay’s 
not-too-tight house near the northwest corner of 
Main and Second Streets (built by the Potter broth-
ers, the first house in what later became Kewanee). 
The rather large openings between siding, floor 
boards, rafters, and around doors and windows let in 
copious numbers of critters, which prompted Ralph 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

to say that he “could see the bugs playing euchre 
upon the trunk sitting near the bed.” 

One of the founders of our hometown, Ralph A. 
Tenney was a dynamic supporter of Kewanee and its 
growth – hotelier, merchant, newspaperman, land de-
veloper, postmaster, county supervisor, Civil War 
leader, and political and civic leader. It was said of 
Ralph that  

“[i]f he did not make Kewanee, he breathed 
the breath of life into her . . . .” 


