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Horace Greeley
In 1857 the Man Who Preached “Go West, Young Man” Was the First Famous Lecturer in Kewanee
Horace Greeley is often credited with
coining the phrase “[g]o West, young
man.” He did not. But Greeley’s relentless use of it during his longtime
advocacy of western expansion
made those words famous and
the sentiment helped build
Greeley’s fame as one of the
most influential persons in
the mid-1800s in our growing nation.
Who was Horace Greeley, and how did he end up
in our hometown only a few
years after its founding?
Greeley was born in
1811 in Amherst, New
Hampshire, the son of a
farmer and day laborer. His
family struggled and Greeley
received only an irregular education, which ended when he
was fourteen.
Greeley became an apprentice
to a Vermont newspaper editor, followed by work as a printer in New
York and Pennsylvania. By 1831, he
settled permanently in New York City.
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In 1834, Greeley founded a weekly literary
and news journal, THE NEW YORKER.
While its readership increased, it failed
to make any money. However, Greeley’s support of Whigs, in particular successful presidential candidate William Henry Harrison,
contributed to Greeley's political influence.
In 1841, Greeley launched THE NEW YORK TRIBUNE.
The TRIBUNE was a multifaceted newspaper, featuring politics, social reform,
and literary and intellectual
endeavors, in addition to
the news. The newspaper
truly launched Greeley on
his path to fame.
Greeley drew together a
highly competent staff of editors and writers (including European correspondents Karl Marx
and Friedrich Engels), who espoused a variety of causes.
Greeley and his paper supported
homesteading through the distribution
of free government land to settlers,
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fought the exploitation of wage
labor and monopolies, and opposed capital punishment. Greeley also opposed slavery and
fought against its extension.
Greeley's sentiments led him
to the nascent Republican Party.
He attended the national organization meeting of the party in
Pennsylvania in February 1856,
and supported its candidate in the
1856 presidential contest.
The TRIBUNE became an enormous success, its influence crisscrossed the nation, and it became
the preeminent journal in the rural North. Elliott’s Book Store
and News Depot on the northwest
corner of Tremont and Second
Streets in the new village of
Kewanee proudly carried the
TRIBUNE for its readers.

In addition, having been
founded by the same abolitionists
who had also founded Wethersfield
two decades earlier, many Kewaneeans espoused many of the
principles for which Greeley stood.
Moreover, Kewanee was a Republican stronghold in northern Illinois. Prominent Kewanee Republicans included Geo. W. Foote,
J. F. Goodrich, J. H. Howe, Nelson
Lay, Henry G. Little, O. H. Loomis,
J. B. Maxom, J. V. Montgomery,
Geo. A. Morse, J. R. Morse, R. P.
Parrish, Norman H. Pratt, J. A.
Pratt, J. R. Preston, D. C. Skinner,
H. L. Sloan, J. R. Sloan, S. Sloan,
A Thornton, Jr., H. M. Way, T.
Wiley, Jr., and J. F. Willard.
In fact, in September 1856,
Kewanee hosted a mass meeting

In early 1857, Greeley embarked on a tour of the West, with
stops in Indiana, Illinois, Iowa,
and Wisconsin, among other
states. He spoke on a variety of
topics, depending on the particular news of the day and its relationship to local issues, as well as
whatever whim struck him.
He had been in Rock Island
and Geneseo immediately before he stopped in Kewanee.
Why Kewanee?
In its short life, Kewanee had
grown from nothing to over 2,000
residents. Because of the railroad,
it had become one of the major
economic focal points of not only
of the county but of the region.
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for Republicans from Knox, Warren, Mercer, Stark,
Henry, and Rock Island counties. (Among the invited
speakers was the “Hon. Abram [sic] Lincoln,” although there is no evidence that he attended the convention.) An estimated 8,000 to 10,000 Republicans
were in our hometown for the event. The GENESEO REPUBLIC AND HENRY COUNTY NEWS lauded Kewanee
and its Republicans as well: “The Kewaneeans did
themselves great honor by the magnitude and excellence of their arrangements for the occasion.”

in Kewanee, while interesting, was tedious.
According to the KEWANEE ADVERTISER, Greeley
lecture was to the People’s Institute. The Seminary
was crowded and the audience exhibited a mixture of
excitement and curiosity as they awaited to see and
hear the editor of the newspaper which the ADVERTISER said wielded “more power than the President of
the United States.”
Our hometown newspaper reported that Greeley
spoke on Europe, and “all listened with the profoundest attention to the words of wisdom which fell from
the lips of the ora – speaker.” (The phrasing a jab at
Greeley’s uninspired skills as an orator.)
What was his visit and lecture like? We can extrapolate from lectures “the eccentric but talented editor” gave in Geneseo before and in Lancaster, Wisconsin, a few days after he spoke in Kewanee.
What would have Kewaneeans first noticed?
“There he was, white coat and all; but it appears to us that the white coat has either been
renovated, renewed or exchanged for another

At the same time, Kewanee was building its school
system. In January 1856, citizens of Wethersfield and
Kewanee formed an association to create a seminary
for higher education which was unavailable from the
existing Wethersfield and Kewanee schools. James
Elliott donated two-and-a-half-acres of land for the
school on the west side of today’s 600 block of South
Chestnut Street. (The street would have to be extended from the original village.)
By the end of the year, construction was completed on a two-story, 40 ft. x 60 ft. school building
with a cupola housing a bell. But only the second
floor of the building was used for the school. The
first floor was reserved for lectures, lyceums, and
use as a public hall. Called the Union Seminary, it
was scheduled to begin classes in April 1857.
Greeley likely was the first major speaker at the
Seminary. He would have arrived by carriage from
Geneseo on February 11 after his lecture there. After
checking into the Kewanee House and having dinner
with prominent Republicans, he would have been
proudly escorted to the brand-new Seminary.
Greeley, while a brilliant and learned man, was
not known as a good orator. True to form, his lecture
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of more unseedy-like appearance.”
After their initial impression, Kewaneeans would
have noticed that
“[h]e actually looked respectable; and although his color had disappeared and his coat
sleeves were ‘a mile too short,’ still he would
pass muster in a crowd of Westerners. – He
looked ‘Hoosier-like,’ and that is most probably all that can be said about his appearance –
all of which is more than compensated by the
exceedingly happy expression of his countenance. He seemed well pleased with his audience – with the hail – and exceedingly so with
himself and his ‘white coat,’ as he carefully
folded it up and hung it over a chairback, before proceeding to lecture.”
He then would have proceeded to talk about his
impressions of Europe during the two trips he made
earlier in the decade.
For instance, what about the English?
“He deemed the Englishman the most systematic laborer in the world – an admirer of the
‘British Constitution,’ an upholder of ‘Church
and State,’ who keeps a carriage, pays his
debts, and lives and dies ‘respectably’ upon
the smallest possible amount of capital invested in wit, intelligence or invention.”

“Youth and inexperience were best spent at
home, where the vices most certainly were no
greater, and the temptation to indulge in them
much less.”
After suitable applause, Greeley would have answered a few questions before repairing back to the
Kewanee House and catching a northbound train the
next morning.
The ADVERTISER subsequently opined that while
“[t]he lecture was well written [it was] wretchedly
delivered.” The paper agreed with the assessment of
the GENESEO REPUBLIC, that
“the delivery of Mr. Greeley was abominable.
. . . For our part, we would much prefer to read
his lecture in the New York Tribune, or elsewhere, than to hear his attempts at delivery
from the rostrum.”
But our hometown, founded only two-and-a-half
years earlier, had become a place where a man possibly
as influential as the president of the United States would
“go West” to share his experiences with our ancestors.

Those from France?
“Horace does not ‘like the French,’ – they
bored him with politeness and bothered him
about passports. He spoke highly of the Swiss
scenery – but ridiculed the foolish fancy which
leads travellers to risk life and limb, and lose
their tempers, by climbing Mount Blanc.”
And the Germans?
“The Rhine was truly German – it could never
be French and it was ridiculous to say the Hudson resembled it. . . . The scenery of the Rhine
was a field for the painter. It had not one vineyard too many, nor one ruin too few. It truly
was very good for meditation – among tombs.
It was a vast graveyard. Still, it had many attractions in the way of pictures and statutes,
and the American could learn much from the
cultivation of the arts.”
Greeley would have concluded his lecture with
advice to “Young America” about traveling abroad:
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