
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

In 1836, John Kilvington, his wife, and stepson 
were the first of European descent to settle in what 
later became Kewanee Township. Years after its 
founding, the city of Kewanee eventually expanded 
its boundaries to encompass the Kilvington home-
stead. 

But in 1851, brothers Matthew and John Potter 
and their families were the first to settle on land in 
what soon became downtown Kewanee. It was later 
platted in 1854 as the village of Berrien (which 
changed its name to Kewanee a year later). Here’s  

their story. 

In the fall of 1838, new 
arrivals to the Wethersfield 
colony included Pennsylva-
nians David Potter, his wife 
Elizabeth Cosner, and eight 
children, including 17 year-
old Matthew and 15 year-old 
John. The family farmed in 
what became Wethersfield 
Township, in the southwest 

quarter of Sec-
tion 4 (to the 
west and north of the intersection of to-
day’s Beach and South Streets). David 
soon started the first fruit orchard in the 
township, growing apples. 

After helping his father establish the 
farm and orchard, Matthew began farm-
ing in Wethersfield. He also served as a 
deputy sheriff for Henry County, begin-
ning in 1844. Matthew was elected 
Henry County collector and sheriff in 
1848, serving through 1850. He held 
other township and county elective offices 
throughout his life. But Matthew contin-
ued farming, John soon joined him, and 
both married in the late 1840s. 
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In February 1851, the 
brothers decided to pur-
chase the northwest quarter 
of Section 33 in what would 
later become Kewanee Town-
ship from Julius A. Pratt for 
$200. (A dozen years later, 
Pratt became one of the first 
Kewaneeans to die in the 
Civil War.)  

They wanted to farm the 
land. It was all prairie, but 
Big Barren Grove was with-
in view to the west and to the 
north. To the east and south-
east, there was more undu-
lating prairie filled with ha-
zelnut bushes and other 
scrub trees. 

The Potter brothers built 
a small, unpretentious frame 
house, divided into two parts 
for their respective families. 
(The house has been re-
stored and can be found on 
Park Avenue.) It was on the far east side of their 
property, located on the road to French Grove, now 
Sheffield. (The original road ran north from the old 

post office at Sylvester Blish’s place northwest of the 
village of Wethersfield to a high ridge which ran gen-
erally west southwest to east northeast. But when 
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Gary Smith became postmaster and the post office 
moved into the village, a new township road headed 
due north to intersect the original French Grove road 
along the high ridge.) 

Matthew, his wife and son, and John, his wife and 
daughter, moved into the house. The brothers began 
breaking up the sod on the prairie so they could plant 
corn for harvesting in the fall. 

Matthew and his wife added a daughter to the fam-
ily in the late fall of 1851. John and his wife added a 
daughter to their family in 1853. 

The families prospered. But by then they learned 
that the Central Military Tract Railroad group out of 
Galesburg was planning its route across the northern 
part of their land. In May 1853, the families granted 
about a 100 foot wide easement to the CMTR. 

Then in early 1854, the CMTR decided on a pre-
ferred location for a depot – on the northeast part of 
the Potters’ land. The Potters recognized that a depot 
likely meant that the land surrounding it would be 
needed for a village and would become valuable. The 
Potters discussed their options. They finally decided 
that they wanted to continue farming and not engage 
in village life.  

Six Wethersfield entrepreneurs - Henry Little, Syl-
vester Blish, Sullivan  Howard, Dwight Needham, and 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ralph A. Tenney - offered to trade choice farm land 
south of the village of Wethersfield for the Potters’ quar-
ter section. In addition, Blish’s friend and CMTR direc-
tor Silas Willard and Willard’s colleague George Morris 
offered to buy five acres of the Potter’s land for the pur-
pose of building a store adjacent to the train depot.  

The Potters’ course was charted. They granted the 
easement to the CMTR for a depot, sold the five acres 
to Willard and Morris for the soon-to-be Pioneer 
Store, and traded the balance of their quarter section 
for the acreage south of the village of Wethersfield. 

Those Wethersfield entrepreneurs platted the town 
of Berrien in April and May 1854. Nelson Lay arrived 
from Wisconsin in June to join with them, and he and 
his family moved into the Potters’ home and built an-
other store next door to the home. Soon other families 
and businesses cleared the corn stubble and moved 
into the new village.  

The Potters kept farming, while the village that be-
came Kewanee was born. 

The rest, as they say, is history. 


