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In the 19th century, county at-
lases were extremely popular. More 
than 5,000 pictorial county atlases 
were produced during their peak of 
popularity in the second half of the 
century. 

Of course, the atlases served a 
practical purpose. They contained 
maps showing who owned which 
parcel of land in each township, as 
well as maps of the key population 
centers. But publishers soon recog-
nized that people would pay to have 
a short profile of them or a drawing 
of their farm included for all their 
neighbors to see. 

Warner & Beers was a prominent Chicago pub-
lishing house, well-known for their atlases of coun-
ties of the states of the Midwest. In 1875, the com-
pany decided to publish a Henry County atlas. 

Warner & Beers bought out the surveys and other 
rights of Patterson Holmes, who previously had pub-
lished maps of Henry County, including the first to 
include Kewanee in 1860. The company then re-
tained the services of Dr. Brockway to oversee the 
work for both Henry and Bureau County. Brockway 
set up his headquarters at the Linton boarding house 

on the corner of Burr and Fourth 
Streets in Kewanee. 

Brockway created pencil sketches 
of the residences of prominent 
Henry County citizens, including 
Robert Otley, W. E. Haxtun, John 
Taylor, David Anderson, Lewis 
Shearer, and many others. He also 
sketched other principal businesses 
and manufacturing interests around 
the county. The Kewanee Independ-
ent opined that the  

“sketches are very fine. Warner 
and Beers . . . are thorough busi-
ness men and are sparing no 
pains to have this work meet the  

                     expectations of our people . . . .”  

Going on, the paper wrote that  

“we have some very fine residences and public 
building . . . [and] should have a place in this 
valuable work. . . . Let us have it done by all 
means. It will always tell how we looked in 
1874.”  

Cartographer Holmes himself said that the atlas 
would be  

“a very complete and comprehensive atlas, . . .  
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[which] will be a work of rare merit, and one 
that I can justly recommend as worthy of your 
attention.” 

In May 1875, Warner & Beers released the atlas. 
The paper wrote that  

“[w]e believe it is generally satisfactory. . . . 
[The maps] seem to have been carefully pre-
pared and are finely printed and mounted. . . . 
It also contains a historical introduction (pre-
pared by our townsman, Levi North), of great 
value historically and statistically . . . . Proba-
bly the most taking part of the atlas is the 

illustrations. . . . [But a] great many of the pic-
tures seem to have suffered at the hands of the 
artist, who has attempted to improve on nature 
and failed. Some of the illustrations are very 
good, but as works of art they are hardly of the 
first order.”  

However, the paper concluded that “[a]s a whole the 
atlas is a success . . . .” 

Yes, it’s true that the illustrations do not capture 
the natural settings of the various residences. How-
ever, the artist’s renditions of the businesses give a 
real flavor of their size and import. Regardless, we  
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have very few views of what Kewanee looked like at 
the beginning of the last quarter of the 19th century, 
and the atlas helps us imagine what it may have been 
like.  

(Images enhanced and colorized by the author.) 
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