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(It’s fall, and game birds are 
in season for sports hunters 
across the United States. So, it’s 
a fitting time to talk about a 
Kewaneean who built a feath-
ered fortune from the birds of 
Henry County.) 

- 

“I was born with a gun.”  

That was how Henry Clay 
Merritt described his lifelong 
enthrallment with hunting and 
shooting. It was appropriate 
then, that he named his autobio-
graphical book THE SHADOW OF 

A GUN. Merritt became a fixture 
on the Kewanee scene from the 
time he arrived in the 1860s un-
til his death in 1907.  

Merritt was born in 1831 in 
Carmel, New York. While the 
Merritt household only owned 
one firearm, he believed that the “taint of wildness” 
was passed down to him from his forebears. Merritt 
thus took up hunting, and learned from hunters in his 
locale.  

 

Merritt wavered between be-
coming a sportsman and supply-
ing the market. But the success 
of the market-oriented men with 
whom he hunted tilted the scale 
toward making money with his 
gun.  

Hunting during college, Merritt 
soon had too many partridges for 
his landlady. So, he began ship-
ping the birds to a New York 
game merchant, which helped 
pay his way through school. 

After graduation, Merritt re-
turned home for a “summer va-
cation,” successfully hunting 
and selling birds. In the fall, he 
took a temporary teaching job in 
Connecticut. But when it ended, 
Merritt decided to move to Illi-
nois when another hunter told 
him of the abundance of prairies 

full of prairie chickens.  

Merritt arrived in Peru in June 1855. He worked 
at various jobs while regularly hunting, but there was 
no one to whom he could sell the birds he killed. 
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In the meanwhile, in 1857, Merritt married Sarin-
tha Moore, about whom he said, “I might have done 
better; she certainly could have done no worse.”  

That year, Merritt suffered an injury which almost 
ended his hunting – and his life. On a hunting trip 
back East, Merritt tripped and fell, accidentally dis-
charging his gun. The shot went through his right arm 
“in a frightful manner” and set his clothes on fire. 
Fortunately, there was a stream close by, into which 
he jumped. Merritt passed out but was rescued by 
nearby hunters. He suffered permanent damage to his 
shooting arm, but the accident did not stop him from 
continued hunting. 

Merritt turned his attention to trying to find a fitting 
business for a married man. He struck upon an idea. 

On a trip back to New York, Merritt and his wife 
took along a few golden plovers. While “a bit tender” 
upon arrival, the birds were a hit in the marketplace. 
Merritt d-ecided that, given the vast numbers of plov-
ers and prairie chickens in nearby Henry County, 
“[i]t did not seem a bad proposition to kill and mar-
ket them if I could ship them safely to a market a 
thousand miles away.” Merritt was about to combine 
his ancestral “taint of wildness” with then-modern 
marketing ideas.  

Merritt’s first problems were dealing with supply 
and demand coupled with technology shortcomings.  

In 1858 during summer and fall, Merritt made his 
first shipments of prairie chickens to New York. But 
“in a week or two we forwarded more birds than the 
market could use.” 
However, when 
it turned cold, he 
had more orders 
than he could 
fill. It was “now 
a surplus and 
then a dearth,” 
compounded by 
another problem 
- a lack of good 
refrigeration and 
fast transporta-
tion. 

Merritt had no 
control over rail-
road technology, 
but trains were 
quickly connect-

ing the entire country, and they were increasing in 
speed. 

Refrigeration, however, was a major problem 
which plagued Merritt for years.  

In the late 1850s, he shipped birds in boxes so 
loaded with ice that costs were greater than profits. 
Over the years, Merritt experimented with various op-
tions, eventually settling on first cooling the birds and 
then double-packing them in various types of con-
tainers filled with ice. 

To cool the birds, Merritt rented and then later 
built cold storage buildings where he could freeze 
birds and keep them until it was time to ship them to 
market. He once experimented with purchasing large 
quantities of birds from brokers, but decided that hir-
ing his own hunters and purchasing ice instead was a 
better investment. 

With at least some hope of being able to get birds 
to his Eastern market, Merritt worked on gathering 
his game. 

Merritt hunted alone and with others. He hunted 
in the marshes around Annawan, along the Green and 
Rock Rivers, and on the Mississippi River. He 
hunted on foot, in row boats, and from a horse and 
buggy. And, he hunted any bird that he saw. He used 
dogs regularly. He first used a double-barreled, muz-
zle-loading shotgun, but later changed to a 
breechloader. 

In the late 1860s, Merritt had a small steamboat 
built which al-
lowed him to 
“penetrate all the 
back places a-
long the [Missis-
sippi] river where 
the birds were 
most plentiful.” 
He could carry 
nine additional 
hunters and then 
use the side-pad-
dlewheel craft to 
take the birds to 
landings himself 
rather than rely-
ing on others to 
do so. The 40 ft. 
long “Firefly” 
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proved a good investment. 

By the early 1870s, however, Merritt stopped 
hunting himself, relying a circle of hunters he had re-
cruited, while he devoted himself to business. 

In 1876, he joined with Henry Parker to operate a 
mercantile store in Kewanee on the southeast corner of 
Tremont and Third Streets where earlier businesses 
had operated. 

But Merritt also continued his game business. He 
acquired the old Meier & Ziegler brewery on the cor-
ner of Hollis and Mill Streets in Wethersfield and 
converted it to an ice house. Instead of buying ice, 
however, Merritt built a small dam on the west fork 
of the Spoon River (today’s Mill Creek) to create a 

small pond from which he could harvest ice. A few 
years later, he replaced the old brewery with a brick 
ice house, put up a 200 ft. brick dam, and dredged the 
pond to enlarge it. In addition to creating a source of 
ice, Merritt’s Pond became a recreational attraction 
for Wethersfield, drawing ice skaters in the winter 
and swimmers in the summer, and it also was a spot 
known for dances. 

In Kewanee, Merritt built a cold storage facility 
from where he could easily ship game, opposite the 
railroad tracks behind the Butterwick brothers’ hard-
ware store (where the Kewanee Historical Society’s 
old museum was located). In fact, Merritt owned that 
entire block except for the hardware store, and he and 
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his family lived in a house he built on 
the block. Merritt later added a hotel to 
the same block, known as the Cliff 
House, and a three-story building 
known as Merritt’s Flats. 

In 1883, Merritt purchased the old 
Kewanee House, the city’s original hotel located on 
the southwest corner of Tremont and Third Streets. 
Merritt immediately built a three-story, brick com-
mercial building where the Kewanee House stood. 
The old frame hotel was moved to the back of the lot 

to the west and Merritt built a new, 
three-story brick hotel in front of the 
relocated old hotel. The new hotel was 
also called the Kewanee House. The 
new and old hotel were connected, 
with the old hotel housing a dining room, kitchen, 
and storage.  

The new buildings opened the following year, and 
each was highly successful. The “Merritt Block” 
housed a multitude of businesses, while the hotel 

added a modern respite for visitors to Kewanee, as 
well as another saloon.  

Merritt also acquired property in Atkinson and other 
surrounding cities for his growing businesses. 
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Merritt’s game business remained his primary fo-
cus. Although New York was his main market, he 
was selling into Chicago, Boston, and other large cit-
ies. His storage facilities improved with better refrig-
eration technology, allowing him to store birds up to 
two years. 

But by the late 1880s Merritt lamented that 
“Henry County was practically denuded of game.” 
Farther west and north, however, were lands of un-
tapped potential, and he explored those options, 
looking for birds that had been in demand but hunted 
to near extinction to the east of the Mississippi River. 
With his son Herbie, Merritt used the West as his 
own “happy hunting ground.” 

Merritt believed that commercial hunting played 
only a small role in the decline in birds. Rather, he 
pinned it on settlement, population growth, and ur-
banization – the harm of market hunting was “more 
fanciful than real.” In fact, Merritt believed that 
“sport hunting” for a mere afternoon’s enjoyment 
was not justifiable compared to providing a prized 
commodity to a demanding market. 

Nevertheless, government actions in support of 
sport hunting and in opposition to market hunting 
concerned Merritt. He would soon be facing legal 
challenges to his market hunting business. 

In 1895, the new anti-marketing hunting legisla-
tion reached Kewanee, and authorities aimed a 
“sting” operation at Merritt. 

Authorities sent Merritt a letter, ostensibly written 
by a prominent Chicago sportsman, asking Merritt to 

supply out-of-season birds for a 
game dinner. Merritt filled the or-
der and offered even more from 
his freezers if needed. But game 
wardens intercepted the shipment 
and confronted Merritt in Ke-
wanee. Merritt claimed he re-
fused a bribe demand, because he 
believed he committed no crime 
– the birds had been hunted in 
season. The next day, the author-
ities raid Merritt’s cold storage 
facility, finding barrels of what 
they claimed to be illegal birds. 

Merritt asserted that the birds had been legally ob-
tained out-of-state. He nevertheless was convicted 
and fined, but only for illegal sale of those few birds 
and not the tens of thousands in storage. A month 
later, Merritt again was charged with similar illegal 
sales, convicted again, but only fined for sales, not 
storage. Merritt lost both cases on appeal. 

Over the rest of the decade, Merritt and the au-
thorities engaged in a cat-and-mouse game – Merritt 
continued selling birds, authorities charged him, and 
Merritt argued a variety of defense theories, some of 
which resulted in not guilty verdicts.   

But Merritt grew 
tired of the fight, 
having seen the writ-
ing on the wall 
against market hunt-
ing. Merritt sold off 
his frozen stock of 
birds and turned his 
attention to his other 
business endeavors, 
which included writ-
ing. In 1904, Mer-
ritt’s book, THE 

SHADOW OF A GUN, 
was published. 

Merritt’s wife, Sarintha, died shortly after the 
publication of the book. He was almost completely 
out of the game business, but maintained his other 
substantial Kewanee businesses.  

In 1906, his two sons, filed suit against him, al-

leging that he had 
hidden from them an 
inheritance from their 
grandfather. They ac-
cused him of being a 
selfish man who al-
lowed his sons “a 
slight education” and 
no funds “for per-
sonal needs or pleas-
ures.” They also al-
leged that they were 
forced to work in 
Merritt’s business and 
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that Merritt had squandered some of their inher-
itance on a woman. After the lawsuit hit the news-
papers, Merritt married his deceased wife’s niece, 
Jennie Haind, who had become his housekeeper after 
her aunt’s death. 

In 1907, Merritt died suddenly of apoplexy. He 
was 76 years old. The KEWANEE WEEKLY STAR wrote 
that he was the “best known man of the city,” with 
the largest real estate holdings in Kewanee, includ-
ing the Merritt Block, the Cliff House, and Mer-
ritt’s Flats. Merritt’s worth was valued at $300,000. 
He left all of his estate to Jennie and none to his 
sons. 

Merritt once wrote that Henry County “held 
more game than any land of its size in the world.” 
He was a controversial man who sought to make 
his fortune off that game – rightly or wrongly.  

Henry Clay Merritt was, indeed, a man “born with 
a gun,” and he proved adept at using his gun to 
make his fortune and leave his mark on Kewanee. 

- 

(I thought I had concluded my research for this 
story when I found a recently-published book, THE 

MARKET IN BIRDS, by historian Andrea L. Smalley 
and wildlife biologist Henry M. Reeves. The au-
thors use the exploits of Henry Clay Merritt as 
mile posts for their analysis of how a commercial 
market for birds in the late nineteenth century set 
the stage for conservation and its legislation. 
Their book is a fascinating read. 

You can find Henry Clay Merritt’s THE 

SHADOW OF A GUN online at, among other places, 
one of my favorite sources, the Hathi Trust Digi-
tal Library at https://www.hathitrust.org.) 

 


