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The Original Prairie Chicken Beer
It Was Brewed by the Kewanee Brewing Company in the Early 20th Century
(Larry Lock co-authored this article.)
For a time in the early 1900’s,
Kewanee had a brewery of substantial
proportions, the Kewanee Brewing
Company, and a beer named for its
hometown. The brew was the popular
“Prairie Chicken” beer and, as we all
know, the word “kewanee” is a Winnebago Indian word for prairie chicken—
at least that is what the earliest historical accounts tell us.
But the matter of saloons and tav-
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erns had long been an issue in Kewanee, as well as
other cities in Illinois and the nation.
By 1856, our fledgling village was growing rapidly - around 1,200 souls lived in Kewanee and another 600 or so in Wethersfield. The village boasted
many newly-started businesses of all sorts. But, scandalously, there also were “four or five individuals,
who have persisted in keeping in our midst their infernal dens of licentiousness, drunkenness and
crime, which were fast drawing into our fatal snares
our young men and women.” (See THE KEWANEE LIQUOR RIOT OF 1856, found on my Dusty Roads® Face-
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book page at https://www.facebook.com/dusty.roads.
kewanee/posts/133990691545425). The upstanding
temperance folks eventually drove those purveyors
of hard liquor out of town.
Nevertheless, the devil’s spirits continued to be
found in Kewanee, as did the battles over their continued use. In the 1879 village board of trustees’ elections, the temperance movement’s “no license” candidates won, resulting in no issuance of the annual
saloon licenses. (See THE CELEBRATED BRADY SALOON, found on Dusty Roads® at https://www.face-

2,819 to 2,721. (State law allowed “local options”
for counties and municipalities on the issue prior to
the national prohibition in 1920).
Throughout its early history, Kewanee’s city governments had attempted to satisfy both sides of the
temperance debate by limiting taverns to a defined
location. They were confined to what was known as
“Whiskey Row”—the 200 block of West Third and
around the corner to the 200 block of North Chestnut.
Prior to prohibition, there were at least three local

“Whiskey Row,” ca 1900
breweries which preceded the Kewanee Brewing
book.com/dusty.roads.kewanee/posts/1581643157947
Company.
29.) The saloons had no choice but to close up. In the
Frederick See began operating a brewery in the
next election, however, the pendulum swung back,
1860s
on Lake Street, about a mile east of the village.
and the new board issued nine licenses.
It became a major business on the east side of town
An 1893 liquor-induced riot found temperance folks
lobbying for more restrictions on saloons. (See THE 1893 KEWANEE RIOT,
found on Dusty Roads® at
https://www.facebook.com/dusty.roads.
kewanee/posts/225241499087010).
Then, in 1906, nationally-renowned
preacher Billy Sunday came to
Kewanee for a 30-day revival that included an all-out attack on “demon
rum” and the saloons. Subsequently,
Kewanee held three votes on going
“dry.” Finally, in 1914, Kewanee
voted dry by a margin of 98 votes,
See’s Brewery, before 1892
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From 1913 Kewanee Pictorial Book
until it burned to the ground in 1892.
From at least as early as the mid- to late 1860s,
Robert M. Cox operated a feed mill and distillery at
what was then known as Mill Pasture at the northwest corner of Fourth and Park Streets. Cox used the
mash from the distillery in his feed shed to feed cattle
brought in by the railroad. Sometime after
he sold the business in 1872, the boiler in
the business exploded, killing one and shutting down the operation.

Located on the southeast corner of Main and Sixth
Streets, the company’s large brewery was four stories
tall and built at a cost of $40,000, with the capacity
for brewing 50 barrels of beer a day.
In addition to brewing the famous Prairie Chicken
Lager Beer, a light beer, the company also brewed a

H. Meier and G. Ziegler operated a brewery at the corner of Mill and Hollis Streets
in Wethersfield in the late 1860s. In 1878,
the brewery building was sold to Henry
Clay Merritt, who turned it into an icehouse
for his burgeoning business providing fowl
for shipment far and wide.
The Kewanee Brewing Company was
organized in 1903, and by the summer of
1904 it was brewing “the beer that makes
the smile that won’t come off.” The owners
were David Pollock, Jr. and Frank Whiffen, the latter Kewanee’s mayor from 1899
to 1903.

Robert Ford, David Pollock, Sr., “Big Jack” Peden
1906 Caledonian Scot Society gathering at Glen Oak Park
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darker beer, Pollock Special Beer, and a very dark
and strong Beck Beer.
Even though Kewanee had gone dry, the company
continued brewing from 1914 to 1920 and transported product to Mendota for distribution to those
towns that still allowed the sale of alcoholic beverages.
When the national prohibition began in 1920,
schemes of many sorts were devised by Kewaneeans
to produce beer, wine, and liquor, but only on a small
scale. The Kewanee Brewing Company, however,
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was forced to cease beer production. The company
tried to produce pop for two years, but finally had to
close its doors for good.
After the company closed, the building was used
by different owners, first for the production of ice
and later ice cream. The impressive building was
eventually torn down.
The national prohibition ended in 1933, and by
1935, Kewanee had 35 taverns. It has never been
“dry” again.
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