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Over a century ago, the halls of labor organizations stood 
cheek by jowl with the banks and businesses along Main street in 
Galesburg, Illinois. The engineers' brotherhood enjoyed a 
prominent location at the corner of Prairie Street, as did the 
firemen's local. Conductors had their headquarters a block away at 
Cherry Street. The national headquarters of the Brakemen's Union 
moved there late in 1885. In the middle of that block, the hall of the 
Knights of Labor housed two large assemblies composed of 
railroad and other workers.1 

Such a working class presence rarely features in our modern 
impressions of small city Main Streets in the late nineteenth 
century Midwest. Contemporary histories, largely chronicled by 
boosters, have extolled a human pageant of development, 
prosperity and stability essentially immune to the social conflicts 
associated with the great cities. More recently, scholars have 
recognized both the importance of smaller cities and towns in the 
nation's industrialization and the distinctive kinds of labor 
movements they fostered. There, workers may have had fewer 
opportunities, but often enjoyed a greater civic identity which, 
when threatened, inspired a more politically aggressive response 
than in the great metropolitan centers. Most communities known to 
have experienced politically insurgent labor movements in the late 
1880s were, in fact, very small.2 That these local efforts faced 
almost simultaneous tactical reversals seems an unlikely 
explanation for their virtual collapse by the end of 1888. 

Post-Civil War Galesburg offers particularly dramatic 
evidence for a reconsideration of its civic culture. In 1849, the 
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twelve year old town, with a homogeneous Yankee population of 
under a thousand, held its first railroad meeting and began its rapid 
transformation into a regional center for large scale commercial 
farming, booming secondary industries, and a new industrial 
working class. Between 1877 and 1888, this pluralistic industrial 
community of between 10,000 and 15,000 included not only 
railroad builders but antimonopolist agitators, labor organizers, 
immigrant communists, activist clergymen, and company spies. 
Violence stemming from bitter strikes left children walking to 
school past sites where "blood turned dry and rusty on the wooden 
boards—and we cursed this and that." Class sentiment grew so 
intense by 1888 that the community gave American labor what 
historian Selig Perlman called "its only victory in independent 
politics."3 Galesburg's response to these conflicts demonstrates the 
changing nature of working class citizenship. 

I 
Galesburg was founded not in Illinois but in upstate New 

York. The "Second Great Awakening" of the early nineteenth 
century so revived the religious predispositions of those New 
Englanders who had peopled upstate New York that the area 
became known as the "burned-over district." There, the Reverend 
George Washington Gale's plan for a community dedicated to the 
training of ministers resurrected the old Puritan vision of "a city on 
the hill." Other Yankees had already begun to settle in northern 
Illinois by 1835 when members of Gale's company purchased 
almost 11,000 acres in the Central Military Tract, an area set aside 
for veterans' land bounties that was beginning a development both 
rapid and orderly.4 Over the next two years, Gale's project took 
form on the prairie five miles west of Knoxville, the seat of recently 
organized Knox County. 

Later, surviving founders recalled egalitarian and 
cooperative lives characteristic of the pioneering experience. Early 
settlers kept their horses, cattle and hogs together on the unfenced 

82 



prairie. With money "little known and seldom seen," necessity as 
well as neighborly trust made barter and credit essential to 
economic life. Activities like corn husking, apple paring, log­
rolling and house-raising blended work and play. Rumored Indian 
attacks or an outbreak of horse thievery inspired not demands for 
military protection or a professional police force but for a 
distribution of arms for civilian self-protection and a citizens' 
watch. 

Moreover, Galesburg's 232 founders shared a common 
dedication to their community's educational and philanthropic 
purpose. They enjoyed a similar ethnic and religious background 
and each enjoyed a level of wealth insufficient to hold them in the 
East, but adequate for the purchase of a town lot or small farm 
through their company. From a temporary "Log City," they built a 
four-sided, 560-acre town centered around a New England-style 
square, reflecting not only a geometric taste for planning but their 
common social ideals. This gridwork of values included a faith in 
progress that made Galesburg a center for temperance, hydropathy 
and antislavery activities in western Illinois. Large hog drives to 
Chicago and early crops of popcorn, mustard and canary seed 
testify to the importance of market agriculture in this vision of 
progress. 

The railroad addressed the vision of commercial 
agriculture. In 1849, the charter of the Peoria & Oquawka Railroad 
Co. projected a link between those towns on the Illinois and 
Mississippi rivers that would bypass Galesburg, leaving its future 
dependent on Knoxville, the county seat. Quincy investors planned 
a Northern Cross Railroad that would also miss Galesburg on the 
west. Led by their foremost merchant, Chauncey S. Colton, the 
town fathers chartered their own Central Military Tract Railroad 
Company which took form in 1852 after Colton's chance encounter 
in Boston with two men equally dissatisfied with current railroad 
plans in the area—an Iowa director of the P&O and an official of 
the Aurora Branch Railroad, which then simply linked that town to 
the Galena & Chicago line (later the Chicago & North Western 
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Railroad). The three joined forces around a common plan that 
would transform the Aurora Branch into the Chicago & Aurora, 
extend it across Illinois as the Chicago & Southwestern, and, with 
the assimilation of the Northern Cross line, become the Chicago, 
Burlington & Quincy Railroad, with Galesburg in the key position 
along the east-west route. Soon, Colton happily reported that the 
Illinois legislature had granted "absolute self control as to rates & 
fares, for our company, free from all subsequent legislation." 5 

If the town had gained a railroad, the railroad had also 
gained a town. Local historians still puzzle over how the cash-poor 
residents of the Mendota-Galesburg route raised the $300,000 
demanded by European and East Coast investors. Land for the 
depot, yards, and right of way came as a cession from Knox 
College. The Northern Cross also insisted on buying $6,000 worth 
of additional college lands that the soon-to-be-merged line would 
never need, eventually paying with the stock of their then 
nonexistent railroad. Resumption of the P&O's construction west 
of Monmouth required another vast fundraising effort, later repaid 
by the P&O in a rate war against the CMT which continued until its 
assimilation. Finally, the CB&Q ignored its pledges to locate its 
headquarters there.6 Alleging "exorbitant rents" in Galesburg, the 
company partially removed its offices to Chicago! 

Railroad capital fed the town's rapid growth. In the quarter 
century after the 1854 arrival of the first train, the line invested 
nearly $375,000 in its local operations, and increased its annual 
spending there to between $30,000 and $50,000, a regular flow that 
spawned numerous projects. By then, the Galesburg Gas, Light 
and Coke Company had eight miles of gas mains with 135 street 
lamps. Reservoirs on Seminary and West Streets supplemented 
twenty local cisterns and piped water to the center of town. A 
dozen hydrants could supply the fire brigades that had formed. 
Gale's followers built an outstanding school system capped by 
Knox College, and boasted an outstanding Philharmonic Society 
and a respectable municipal library. In addition to three 
newspapers, residents had already published several local histories. 

84 



Traveling lecturers like Ralph Waldo Emerson, Horace Greeley, 
and Frederick Douglass spoke at Galesburg, which also hosted one 
of the 1858 senatorial debates between Stephen A. Douglas and 
Abraham Lincoln. After 1870, visitors could stay at the new Union 
Hotel, which boasted of having the best accommodations in the 
state.7 

Galesburg gained power from such prosperity , and from its 
early identification with the Republican party. In 1856, the year that 
the new party waged its first national campaign, the town fathers 
launched their first attempt to remove the county seat from 
Democratic Knoxville. The sixteen-year campaign not only fueled 
the old rivalries, but superseded the party allegiances of Knoxville 
Whigs and Galesburg Democrats. It ended in 1875 when the courts 
resolved a problem with stuffed ballot boxes by awarding the 
county seat to Galesburg.8 

However, the easy connection to the exploding metropolis 
of Chicago was hardly conducive to preserving Gale's city on a hill. 
The railroad brought local farmers into a market that extended 
across the region. By 1877, corn grew on almost 6700 of the 
township's 18,300 "improved" acres and on 148,000 acres 
elsewhere in the county, to total roughly five times the acreage in 
oats and spring wheat. Almost 3800 swine rooted in the township 
and another 69,000 in the county beyond. Farmers with smaller 
holdings of eighty to 320 acres found it increasingly difficult to 
compete with larger farms in feeding the Chicago markets.9 As 
land prices continued to rise, the more enterprising and less 
scrupulous moved boundary markers and fences or simply forged 
deeds and land transfers, establishing the sort of smoldering 
grievances and family feuds long remembered in the rural Midwest. 

The new economic weight of corn and hogs reshaped the 
town itself. Inventive early settlers like H. H. May, George W. 
Brown and J. P. Frost made the town a center for the new 
agricultural technology and its industries. By the late 1870s, the 
windmills of May Brothers, Brown's corn planters, and the steam 
engines and related machinery of Frost Manufacturing reached 
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