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In 1836, Rev. Ithamar Pills-
bury, who founded the Andover 
Colony a year earlier, business-
man Col. Sylvester Blish, and 
surveyor Elizur Goodrich had ar-
rived at the site of what would 
become Wethersfield, Illinois. 
They had been tasked by the 
Connecticut Association of 
Wethersfield, Connecticut, to 
find and buy land for a new col-
ony. In early May 1836, they 
purchased 99 quarter-sections of 
land, about evenly split between 
what would become southern 
Kewanee and northern Weth-
ersfield Townships.   

The next year, the first settlers 
surveyed land for a village and 
filed the plat with the county re-
corder’s office. (You can learn 
more about the founding of the 
colony and its early years in my 
book, THE HISTORY OF WETH-

ERSFIELD 2.0, available from the 
Kewanee History Society and 
Amazon.) 

Wethersfield Commons 
A Park by Any Other Name is Still a Park – And A Most Beautiful One  

September 2021 Dean Karau 

Commons highlighted on copy of 1837 Wethersfield plat map filed in 
Knox County Recorder’s Office (Henry County hadn’t been organized). 
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Included in the plat for the village was a common 
area, a public square. 

In the American colonies, early land records doc-
umented “common lands” and “shared lands” used 
for agriculture or pasture. “Commons” also referred 
to open spaces used for meeting houses (often for re-
ligious purposes). Those public gathering spots were 
also called “squares” or “greens.” 

After the American Revolution and the separation 
of church and state, New England developed the con-
cept of a center village - a square, green, or commons 
surrounded by commercial enterprises. Those com-
mon areas’ primary use became recreation and so-
cial, functioning much like later-day parks.  

The Wethersfield colonists emulated what they 
had left behind, laying out a public square bounded 
by North and South Main Streets (today’s McClure 
and Garfield Streets) and Tenney and Willard 
Streets. They intended it to be surrounded by busi-
nesses. 

It was dry when the pioneers laid out the square. 
They soon found, however, that during the better part 
of the year, the square filled with ponds of water. 

Geese enjoyed the ponds so much that the area of-
ten was referred to as “Goose Island.”  

But because of the long-lasting effects of the 
Panic of 1837, only a few commercial enterprises ex-
isted in the village of Wethersfield. It was not until 
the late 1840s that private businesses started up and 
located in the village. However, they built their shops 
on the drier ground along North Main Street, to the 
west of Tenney Street. 

According to former Kewanee Star-Courier news-
paperman and Wethersfield historian Dave Clarke, 
the Commons soon became badly scarred by ruts 
from the wheels of wagons parked in and around the 
wetlands, wagons used by travelers heading further 
west or others seeking a spot to stop in the village. 
There were no trees, just a flat, often wet, blob of 
land. 

In a letter to the Kewanee Daily Star Courier writ-
ten at the turn of the century, a Wethersfielder com-
plained that “the ‘Common’ . . . as far as anyone can 
see, has always been a nuisance to the town. It was 
until the last few years used as a grazing place for 
horses, cattle, geese, etc. Since a law has been 
passed prohibiting its being used in that manner it 

A flock of sheep on Tenney Street in the early 1900s 
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has become a perfect weed patch and produces this-
tle, dandelion, and other weeds enough to seed the 
town. It also affords a playground for all the ‘hood-
lums’ here, and gives our enterprising suburb to the 
north a place in which to congregate Sundays and 
play ball, foot ball and other games.” 

So, while the Commons had a somewhat dubious 
public purpose, it was not being used as intended by 
the original colonists. 

That changed in 1901, when Wethersfield out-
grew its schools, and the board of education began 
discussing its options. In 1902, the board accepted a 
proposal for it to acquire the Commons and build a 
new school there. The Blish School opened in 1903, 
with Frank H. Craig as superintendent.  

But it was much more than a school. The school 
was placed in the middle of the ten acres and Craig 
oversaw beautifying the grounds. Originally, 286 
trees were planted, and numerous flower beds were 
added. By 1911, the trees had grown, and the flower 
beds numbered over 
twenty, with humming-
birds hovering over the 
beds. There was a play-
ground, a baseball dia-
mond, several football 
fields, croquet grounds, 
and a tennis court.  

Proudly, Craig wrote 
to the state touting the 
beauty and virtues of  

the changed Commons. 

The Commons in the 
village of Wethersfield 
had finally become 
what the original pio-
neer settlers had envi-
sioned, a most beautiful 
public square devoted 
to public endeavors. 

(In addition to pro-
viding insight into the 
historical use of the 

1911 photo of the Wethersfield Commons and the Blish School 

Frank H. Craig 
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Commons, Dave Clarke also mentioned a cool pro-
ject led by Wethersfield eighth grade science teacher 
Cathy Dana. Last year, Ms. Dana’s class conducted 
a tree survey, using Frank Craig's original plan. 
They now have started identifying locations for fu- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ture plantings. They hope to eventually set up a GPS 
station along the walking path to provide access to a 
map identifying the trees and their locations. Way to 
go Ms. Dana and your class!) 


