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In September 1885, interested citizens met at the 
office of attorney C. C. Wilson to perfect plans for 
an agricultural fair in Kewanee. In November, the 
newly-formed Kewanee Fair Association purchased 
28½ acres of land and began work on the fairground. 
It was located to the east of the center of the growing 
village, just to the west of today’s Kewanee High 
School campus. 

On Monday, September 27, 1886, the first 
Kewanee Fair opened. In time, it became the largest 
Illinois fair outside of Springfield, and the fair con-
tinued until the mid-1920s. 

In addition to the agricultural and related exhibits, 
racing was always an important component of the 
fair. And the fairground was used for racing at other 
times as well. 
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Horse racing dominated the fair in its early years.  

In the 1890s, the bicycling craze hit Kewanee, and 
the fairgrounds track hosted many a “wheel” race. 

(See the story, KEWANEE’S LOVE AFFAIR WITH THE 

BICYCLE, on my Dusty Roads® Facebook page at 
https://www.facebook.com/dusty.roads.kewanee/ph
otos/144350150509479.) 

Later, those new-
fangled horseless 
carriages found their 
way onto the fair-
grounds track, the 
first race likely in 
1914, and culminat-
ing with the famous 
1925 race. (See the 
story, GENTLEMEN, 
START YOUR EN-

GINES, on my Dusty Roads® Facebook page at 
https://www.facebook.com/dusty.roads.kewanee/ph
otos/pcb.179493196995174/179492763661884.) 

But the fairgrounds offered so much more in the 
way of functional business, entertainment opportuni-
ties, civic events, and other sporting activities. 

The fairground was used year-round – not just 
during the Fair - for livestock shows, sales, and auc-
tions. 

It hosted important events and civic gatherings. 
For instance, the fairground hosted Chautauquas at 
which many spoke and otherwise entertained the 
thousands which could be accommodated. 

In 1896, eventual three-time presidential candi-
date William Jennings Bryan stopped in Kewanee 
and spoke at the fairground during his first campaign 
against William McKinley, who ultimately served 
from 1897 until his assassination in 1901. (See the 
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story, WILLIAM JENNINGS BRYAN, on my Dusty 
Roads® Facebook page at https://www.face
book.com/page/103160191295142/search/?q=Jenni
ngs.) 

Football, both high school and amateur, was play- 

ed at the fairground. The Kewanee High School team 
played there before Leggett Field was built. And 
then, after Leggett Field was deemed too small, the 
high school team returned to the fairground.  

The fabled Kewanee Tornados played regularly at  
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the fairground as well. Many other 
amatuer teams of all ages played 
games there over the decades. 

Of course, while the national 
pastime was played over the years 
at Crystal Lake Park, Terminal 
Park, and other ball diamonds 
around town, it was also played at 
the fairground. 

1926 was the last year of the 
Great Kewanee Fair. The stock-
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holders decided that characteristics of modern life 
had led to a decline in revenue that no longer could be 
borne. The association was eventually foreclosed 
upon, and ownership of the grounds changed hands. 
Nevertheless, sporting and other events continued to 
be held at the fairground for the next decade.  

In 1934, Civil Works Administration funding had 
been obtained to upgrade the athletic field in front of 
the old grandstand for Kewanee High School athletic 
events. The first game played on the new gridiron was 
in 1936. In the same year, part of the fairground prop- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

erty was sold for housing development.  

By 1938, the present-day Kewanee High School 
Stadium was built on the old fairground site, and 
there were no remnants of the ground upon which so 
much Kewanee history was played. 

But the Kewanee Fairground will live on in the 
history of our hometown as an important part of the 
development of the quality-of-life Kewaneeans so 
richly enjoyed. 

 

 


