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“What does a stranger passing through Kewanee 
on a train carry away as his strongest impression of 
the city?” That was the question asked in a December 
12, 1903, Kewanee Daily Star Courier article. The 
answer? 

Smokestacks.  

“Indelibly imprinted upon the mind and memory 
of the thousands of people carried through on the 
Burlington trains each week is the surprising array 
of smoke stacks arising from Kewanee’s manufactur-
ing plants, actively, yet mutely, telling of the busy, 
throbbing, pulsating life of a city built up by the con-
tinued operation of furnace, forge and machine.” 

The article noted that Western Tube Co., 
Kewanee Boiler Co., Boss Mfg. Co., Peter’s Pump 
Co., and Kewanee Light and Power Co. were all 
close to the railroad tracks and all had tall stacks. 

But, unfortunately, those stacks necessarily emit-
ted, well, smoke – as well as soot, noxious odors, and 
nasty chemicals.  

Early air pollution? 

Air pollution actually is not a new phenomenon. 
In the third century B.C., Theophrastus, a stu-
dent of Aristotle, noted that when coal burned, the 
“smell is troublesome and disagreeable.” A bit of an  
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understatement. 

The soft coal found in and around Kewanee was 
not conducive to developing efficient combustion 
methods to control smoke. And, in any event, those 
smokestacks were a sign of prosperity, not problems, 
as evidenced by the 1903 Daily Star Courier article. 
So at the turn of the 20th century, Kewaneeans lived 
with it all, and proudly.  

But what did our ancestors live with?  

The smokestacks discharged smoke and particu-
lates which might have colored some sections of the 
sky above Kewanee to a translucent pale gray or even 
an opaque black. The smoke might have coated 
Kewanee buildings and belongings - not to mention 
Kewaneean’s lungs - with soot and grime. There 
might have been Kewaneeans grumbling about hav-
ing to wear colored shirts and dark suits to hide the 
soot on their clothing. 

Also, a foul-smelling stench might have come 
from the sulfur in the burning coal. There might have 
been potentially dangerous levels of toxic chemicals 
such as carbon monoxide, accompanying it. 

Most working in the city, not just workers in the 
factories, may seldom have been seen in clean 
clothes, and many may not have had even a clean 
face. Businessmen may have had to close their win-
dows and doors when the smoke was bad, even dur-
ing the sultry, hot summer months. 

Downtown Kewanee certainly was dirty long be-
fore paved streets became the norm and vehicles with 
internal combustion engines replaced horses and 
wagons. As early as 1880, the Kewanee Independent 
was complaining about the situation:  

“Is it not about street cleaning time? Tremont 
Street would be greatly improved by scraping 
up and hauling off the accumulated dirt and  
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filth of the past winter. 
The rubbish in the gutters 
at least should be re-
moved.” 

Of course, there was 
another, uh, smelly prob-
lem.  

A horse could produce 
22 pounds of manure per 
day and, in 1900, Henry 
County had around 2,500 
non-farm horses (as well 
as over 20,000 horses 
working on farms). With 
Kewanee being Henry 
County’s largest city, 
well, there were a lot of 
horses in Kewanee drop-
ping a lot of horse apples daily. In addition, farmers 
would drive their livestock to the railroad yard near 
the depot for loading onto trains going to the slaugh-
ter houses. Indeed, O’Dea Street, just north of the 
tracks, earned the moniker “Cowsh_t Lane.” 

So large portions of Kewanee’s dirt streets were 
carpeted with a warm, brown matting, particularly 
during and after a rain. It might have combined with 

the sulfur smell of coal to 
stink to high heaven. 
When the weather was 
dry, wind would whip up 
the dried manure, and if 
soot and grime were 
added, it might have be-
come a vile combination 
that might have choked 
the city.  

In addition, gas had yet 
to fully replace coal-burn-
ing in the home, which 
contributed more smoke 
to the atmosphere of the 
city. 

And the nearly 5,000 
Kewaneeans who worked 

in those factories could never avoid any of the con-
sequences of the smokestacks’ products. When the 
workers returned home from a shift, many were 
filthy from head to toe. They might well have suf-
fered from respiratory distress and burning eyes. 

When the wind blew from the south, the immi-
grant neighborhoods to the north of the tracks re-
ceived the brunt of the punishing smoke. But when 
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the wind came from the north, the downtown area 
and the nearby homes to its south might have been 
blanketed with smoke. 

But workers still flocked to the factories, many 
new immigrants from foreign lands, happy to find 
work for them to support families they brought to 
America or left in the old country. At Western Tube 
alone, employment soared to 4,500 workers before 
the Financial Panic of 1907 hit. 

Technology improved over the years as concern 
for the consequences of smokestack industries became 
more widely known. Even Kewanee Light and Power 
Co. tacitly, sort of lefthandedly, acknowledged the 
downside of burning coal in 1905 advertising.  

So when folks wax nostalgically about the “good 
old days,” you may want to wryly ask, “what have 
you been, uh, smoking?” 

Writing this story led me to think more about col-
orizing and otherwise enhancing old photos of 
Kewanee.  

I’m generally comfortable colorizing old photos if 
I believe the photographer would have used color 
had color options been available when the photo was 
taken. 

When I enhance an old photo, I similarly ask 
whether the enhancement is aimed at trying to recre-
ate what the photographer saw. It’s a no brainer to 
try to remove stains, blotches, creases, and other 
damage not intended by the photographer. If that’s 
all I’m doing, I’m ok with it. 

But this story raised a couple of new issues, at 
least for me.  

Recently I’ve seen old Kewanee photos that have 
been not only colorized and enhanced, but altered to 
include wispy, white clouds against a deep blue sky 
– they are absolutely beautiful! But they do not in-
clude the sky at the time the photo was taken, rather, 
a choice of skies available through the software. I 
think I’m reasonably ok with that - even though the 
sky is not from Kewanee - because the photo is trying 
to depict what it might have been like at some point 
in time, maybe not just that day. I do think, however, 
that fact should be made known to the audience in 
some way. 

The second issue is really just a variation on the 
first and is what I did here. In the Tremont and Sec-
ond Street photo, I replaced the sky (it really was just 
a white blur that my colorization software could not 
recreate) with a smoky sky from another old 
Kewanee photo. In other words, I combined real im-
ages from two photos into one. All of the features in 
the new image existed in Kewanee at one time, just 
not at the same time. I am reasonably confident that 
on a particular day, the elements would have all ex-
isted at the same time could have been captured in 
the same photo. 

In the photo array of factory workers, I tweaked 
the colorization slightly in three of the four photos to 
generally match the rather poor colorization result 
of the fourth photo.  

In both instances, I felt the colorization and en-
hancement techniques supported the story and were 
not deceptive. But that is ultimately for the reader to 
decide. 


