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Rufus Parker Parrish was one of the 
early pioneer residents, businessmen, 
and civic leaders in the fledgling vil-
lage called Kewanee. He cast a long 
shadow on the early history of our 
hometown and deserves a high 
ranking as one of its most im-
portant and influential citizens. 

Rufus P. Parrish was born 
in 1816 in Gilman, New 
Hampshire. He lost his 
mother when he was eight 
years old, and his father passed away 
two and a half years later. 

When R. P. Parrish was 15 years 
old, he began working in a New 
Hampshire country store. Two years 
later, he moved to Boston to work in 
a dry goods store where continued 
on for 15 years. 

In 1839, Parrish married 
Frances Adeline Hollis. Both had a 
wide acquaintance with famous 
Boston citizens, including Henry 
Wadsworth Longfellow, Oliver 
Wendell Holmes Sr., John Green-
leaf Whittier, Wendell Phillips, 
and Ralph Waldo Emerson. 

     Parrish was involved in various church and 
civic activities. He was superintendent of his 
church’s Sunday school for 12 years and worked 
with poor children in his neighborhood. 

Parrish also was prominently associated 
with William Lloyd Garrison and others in the 
anti-slavery movement. He personally work-
ed with the underground railroad to assist en-
slaved persons to Canada. 

A lasting part of Parrish’s legacy in Bos-
ton was his role in establishing the first 

Young Men’s Christian Association in the 
United States. In late 1851, Parrish was one of 
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a number of men who met to discuss ways in which 
to help young men stay on the straight and narrow as 
they flocked to the city for work. As the men began 
to organize, they met in the Old South Church and 
other churches. But the group soon found a large hall 
on the top floor of a commercial building in which to 
meet. Soon, they wrote a constitution, elected offic-
ers, found yet a larger facility, and the organization 
took off. The first keynote speaker at the new YMCA 
was Lyman Beecher, the eminent ecclesiastic and fa-
ther of Harriet Beecher Stowe. 

But Parrish’s health began 
to fail him and he could work 
little in 1854. On the advice of 
his physician, he and Frances 
decided to move west. 

Parrish and Frances arrived 
in Kewanee in April 1855. 
There were only a few build-
ings to break the monotony of 
the prairie scene to the south 
and east and the endless woods 
to the west and north.  

The Willard & Morse gen-
eral store had opened only a 
year earlier, the first store in 
Kewanee, and Parrish took em-
ployment there. But two years 
later, he and George Faulkner 
purchased what had been re-
named The Pioneer Store from 
the two original founders. 

Parrish immediately 
became active in the 
community. Within thir-
ty days after his arrival 
in Kewanee, he orga-
nized its first Sunday 
school. In 1856, Parrish 
was elected a director 
of the Union Seminary, 
which later was called 
the “Old Academy.” 
Originally a private 
school, it went public in 
1858. Parrish served as 
a directory for 12 con-
secutive years. He work-
ed tirelessly to change 
the “old-time” school to 

a grade system. He once said that “[t]he leading 
thought with me was to do some good in establishing 
a Sunday school and public school where the children 
could be educated in religious and secular 
knowledge and elevate and lift up humanity.” 

Parrish also was a prime mover in organizing a 
lyceum and debating society for which he served as 
its first president. Through his influence, the society 
was able to bring in well-known guest speakers, in-
cluding speakers of the caliber of Horace Greeley.  

In 1856, Parrish helped or-
ganize the Republican Club of 
Kewanee even before the state 
Republican Party was formed. 
He served on its executive 
committee alongside Henry G. 
Little and other prominent 
Kewaneeans. Parrish was in-
fluential in arranging the Sep-
tember 1856 multi-county Re-
publican convention held in 
Kewanee, a meeting which 
drew 10,000 Republicans. 

Parrish was instrumental in 
the founding and establishment 
of St. John’s Episcopal Church, 
Kewanee’s first church build-
ing. (Later, though, he joined 
Kewanee’s Congregational 
Church.) 

In 1858, Frances gave birth 
to the couple’s only child, 
George Randall Parrish. 
After leaving Kewanee to 
lead a life of adventure, 
he would write books of 
adventure, becoming a 
famous author who even-
tually returned to Ke-
wanee to write 30 books. 

In August 1861, Par-
rish acquired J. Y. El-
liott’s News Depot, prom-
ising to “supply the for-
mer patrons of the estab-
lishment with everting in 
the shape of News, Liter-
ature, Stationery, &c., as 
heretofore.” The store was 
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located in the Post Office building. But in October, 
Parrish moved the store and news depot across to the 
west side of Tremont Street in what had been a gro-
cery store. Finally, he settled into a building on the 

northeast corner of Tremont and Second Streets. By 
this time, he had sold his interest in The Pioneer 
Store. (The new owner, Elias Lyman, suffered the 
loss of the store to fire, but then grew his mercantile 
business into Kewanee’s largest store for the next 
three-quarters of a century.) 

One of Parrish’s grandfathers had served in the 
War of 1812, while his other grandfather served in 
the Revolutionary War. Thus, Parrish had strong loy-
alties to the Union when the Civil War began.  

In 1862, although his health prevented him from 
enlisting, Parrish helped organize the two Kewanee 
companies which soon joined the 124th Illinois In-
fantry.  

During the war, Parrish served as a conduit 
through which soldiers could forward their pay to 
their families. Additionally, he gave direct support 
and money to help soldiers and their families. He also 
sent newspapers to the soldiers at the front to help 
them keep abreast of events at home. Parrish ar-
ranged for U.S. Red Cross founder Clara Barton to 
come to Kewanee to speak in support of the soldiers. 

In 1863, Parrish started placing flowers and flags 
on the graves of soldiers. Parrish reportedly wrote to 
General John A. Logan, telling him of his memorial 
and suggesting that the federal government adopt a 
day for honoring fallen soldiers nationwide. In 1868, 

Logan issued an order establishing “Decoration Day,” 
which eventually became Memorial Day. 

Throughout his life, Parrish held many positions 
of trust within the growing city. Of course, he was in-
volved in establishing Kewanee’s Y.M.C.A. in 1885. 

Parrish’s passion for learning and books made him 
a driving force behind the establishment of the 
Kewanee Public Library. In 1875, the Kewanee Li-
brary Association was formed, and on February 1, 
the library had its grand opening in the newly-built 
town hall, aptly named “Library Hall.” The library, 
located in the northwest corner of the first floor of 
the building at the corner of Tremont and Third 
Streets, contained 262 books. The first librarian was 
John G. Blish, and the library was open to township 
residents evenings and Sunday afternoons. In 1875, 
the association was renamed the Kewanee Public Li-
brary. By 1880, the library outgrew its allotted space 
as city government grew, so the directors relocated it 
to the second floor of the Odd Fellows Building on 
the northwest corner of Second and Tremont Streets. 
Parrish was the library board’s only president from 
its inception until he died in 1903, elected year after 
year without opposition. 

At Rufus P. Parrish’s funeral, his honorary pallbear-
ers were old Civil War soldiers, while the active pall-
bearers were among Kewanee’s leading citizens. As 

R. P. Parrish book store (right), NE corner of Tremont and Second Streets, early 1870s 
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his friend and preacher, C. A. Moore, said at his fu-
neral, “[w]hen the history of Kewanee is written the 
work of R. P. Parrish and his interest and achieve 
ments in connection with the Kewanee library will 
constitute one of the conspicuous chapters.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rufus Parker Parrish was a man of conviction and 
vision. His passion for learning played an almost 
larger-than-life role in making Kewanee a place of 
which all could be proud. 

(left to right) W. H. Russell, Adolph Maul, R. P. Parrish, W. T. Cross, Charles K. Ladd, and James K. Blish 
(picture taken by Andrew Johnson, May 17, 1880) 


