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The land around and upon which Northeast Park 
was built has seen many uses over the years. But a 
beautiful park has been its best use for our 
hometown. 

Just to the north, mammoths roamed the land. 
Later, it became part of Big Barren Grove, a six-mile 
by fifteen-mile hardwood forest running diagonally 
from the northwest corner of Wethersfield Township 

to the northeast corner of Annawan Township. 
Native Americans undoubtedly hunted on the land, 
and as the nation grew westward, occasional Euro-
descended hunters and trappers traversed the area. 

By the time the Wethersfield Colony was founded 
in 1837, others had already moved or were moving 
into Burns and Kewanee Townships. A network of 
crude roads developed to carry the mail and supplies. 
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When Kewanee was founded in 1854 on part of 
Section 33 of Kewanee Township, both it and 
Section 28 to the north saw only a handful settlers 
beginning to carve out homesteads. 

But soon, Kewanee began its rapid growth. 
While initially it grew more to the south toward 
Wethersfield, it then began a slow growth to the 
north of the railroad tracks. When coal was 
discovered farther to the north, workers found 
places to live nearer to the mines. Clay deposits in 
the region led to a burgeoning brickmaking 
industry in the area and drew workers as well.  

As Kewanee entered the 20th century, the 
Kewanee Mining & Manufacturing Company was 
formed to manufacture brick and ice, and to 
conduct mining operations. KMMC located its 

manufacturing operations on property bounded by 
Main, Tenth, Eleventh, and Vine Streets, while its 
mining operations were sited northwest of Main 
and Eleventh. The company soon grew into one of 
Kewanee’s largest businesses and employers.  

But a 1905 fire destroyed KMMC’s plants and 
the company never recovered.  

The abandoned property posed safety issues, 
however, particularly its clay pond, which claimed 
at least six lives over the next decade. Neighbors 
also complained that the old pond had become a 
dumping ground, with foul odors and blowing 
waste. Finally, the pond was closed and filled, and 
the property just sat waiting for the next chapter of 
its life. 

That chapter started in 1919, when the Kewanee 
Park District came into being. The district announced 

that its first park would be built on the KMMC site, 
aptly called Northeast Park, and would have a 
swimming pool, a wading pool, a playground, a 
ballfield, tennis courts, and gardens. (The second 
park would be Liberty Park, located on a triangular 
piece of land bordered by the railroad tracks, Rose 
Street, and Franklin Street. The already-established 
Chautauqua Park would be purchased from the 
West End Business Men’s Association and would 
be improved to become the third park in the system. 
Later, Valley Park would be carved out of Coal 
Valley, and eventually be renamed Baker Park.) 

By 1922, a road was built in Northeast Park, 
with its entrance at the southwest corner of the park 
and exits on the northwest corner and on Tenth St. 
at Elm St. Soon, band concerts were being held in 
the now-grassy park. 
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Original plans placed the pool in the center of the 
park. But in 1922, the park district decided that the 
site of the old KMMC clay pond would be a more 
natural location and also allow for a larger clay-
bottomed pool. After draining the remaining 
standing water and excavating the site to clay, sand 
was poured on top, creating a pool 165 ft. by 318 ft. 

The irregular-shaped pool followed the contours of 
the land. The east end would be 6 to 12 inches deep 
for the “kiddies,” with nearby sand pits in which to 
play. The other end would be eight feet deep with 
spring diving boards and other equipment. The es-
timated capacity was 750,000 gallons of water. There 
were special water mains laid for the inflow of water 
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and a special system of park sewers for drainage. A 
septic system was installed for the toilets at the 
bathhouse, which would have 104 small changing 
rooms behind it. An 11 ft.-wide approach would 
include a concrete walkway which would encircle the 
pool.  

In July 1923, the largest outdoor pool in Illinois  

and second largest in the United States opened at 
Northeast Park. 

By 1928, Northeast Park offered four tennis 
courts, a baseball diamond, athletic fields, and a 
children’s playground, in addition to its pool. 37,500 
people used the pool, 35,000 used the playground, 
6,000 played tennis, there were 250 ball games, and 
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7,500 people attended three band concerts, in addition 
to untold numbers holding picnics and other outings. 

Northeast Park was a huge suc-
cess. 

In 1931, the park’s baseball 
diamond became the first lighted 
public recreation ball field in the 
country. Over 5,000 fans attended 
the first game under the lights.  

 In the same year, the old clay-
bottomed pool was replaced by a 
new concrete swimming pool. A 
bathhouse of “particularly at-
tractive architectural design” was 
added as well. In 1932, over 60,000 
“bathers” used the pool, with a one-
day record of 2,209 at the “peer of 

all swimming facilities in central Illinois.”  

More changes, additions, and 
improvements have occurred over 
the years, but Northeast Park is still 
a gem of a recreational spot in our 
hometown’s park system.  


