
   

 

(HI)STORY OF IROQUOIS COUNTY 

Watseka Has Unique Character by Helen Crow 

 

   Watseka was first an Indian village occupied by the Pottawatomie tribe.  It was strung along the banks of Sugar Creek 

and the Iroquois River.  Another Indian village early called ñBunkumò, officially named ñIroquoisò at a later date, was 

situated upstream on the Iroquois River.  Both sites became trading posts established by a young man named Gurdon 

Hubbard who came to the area about 1830.  Years later, in a speech when he came to Dunning Park in Iroquois, IL., he 

said that he arranged with Indian Chief Tamin to marry his niece, known as Watch-e-kee three years before Watch-e-

keeôs mother brought her to Hubbard as his wife.  Both Chief Tamin and Hubbard saw this arrangement as profitable for 

fur trading in the area.  Watch-e-kee and Hubbard lived in a log cabin he built north and east of Iroquois.  They had a 

baby which died at 8 months.  In Hubbardôs speech at Iroquois, he said he perceived it was better for him financially to 

move to Chicago, and it was not expedient to take an Indian wife with him, so he left her in the care of his trading part-

ner, Noel La Vasseur.  He regretted, he said, leaving her, for she was ñcomelyò and ñintelligent.ò 

     Her name ñWatch-e-keeò was an honorary title occasionally bestowed on maidens of the loose federation of Indian 

tribes from New York to Illinois called the ñIroquois.ò  These girls titled as ñWatch-e-kee were leaders of their tribe, of 

exceptional character and beauty. 

     Originally the settlement was called ñMiddleport.ò  In 1865, Micajah Stanley, an important white resident of the new 

section being built east of the north-south railroad dissecting the town, suggested that the town be re-named in honor of 

Watch-e-kee.  Micajah Stanley had enjoyed his Indian neighbors of the Pottawatomie tribe.  He wrote that they were 

peaceful, friendly and honest.  He was a very influential early citizen.  Micajah Stanleyôs suggestion was adopted; in 

conversations it gradually was corrupted to its present pronouncing and spelling.  It is the only town anywhere to have 

that name.  

     The local Pottawatomie tribe fell under the federal law which resulted in the infamous ñTrail of Tearsò removing 

tribes on west; most of the original inhabitants moved on from Watseka to Kansas where they were placed on a reserva-

tion, but some of the Indians simply remained here unnoticed as they mingled and married local settlers.  Since Watch-e-

kee had been handed on to Noel LeVasseur, the French partner of Gurdon Hubbard, and became the mother of his three 

children, two boys and a girl, she stayed on and the family moved to Bourbonnais.  Eventually, the daughter was placed 

in a convent, and the two sons were raised by LeVasseur, and Watch-e-kee lonely for her tribe, was given 40 acres of 

land and a team of horses, and taken as far as the Mississippi River in a buggy.  She lived the rest of her life on the  

Kansas reservation except for a visit to Watseka in 1867, where she camped with other members of her tribe in West 

Watseka, by an old mill.  

     When we consider the ñbare-bonesò of what we know of her life, it appears to be very sad.  One hopes that she found 

it better than that. 

     Watseka was chosen as the county seat after several years of ñpolitickingò in the area.  The first county seat was in 

Iroquois, then called ñBunkum.ò  For some reason, lost to history, next to be considered was the village called Old 

Texas, where the Iroquois River was fordable in some season, and the grist mill and saw mill there employed enough 

people to warrant building a hotel.  All that remains is a small cemetery on a knoll.  Instead of Old Texas, the town of 

Middleport was chosen, in what is now referred to as West Watseka.  That long-ago courthouse was so poorly built that 

pigs uprooted the floorboards and prisoners escaped, so they built a second courthouse better and larger, but it caught 

fire and burned.  All that is left of that in West Watseka is a nice park. 

     Influential people here had worked long and hard to make sure the north and south railroad came through their town 

and the town at once began to flourish east of the new tracks.  Therefore it was proposed to build the 3rd courthouse, in 

1866 east of the tracks.  The courthouse they built then was rather elegantly appointed in its interior, and it was dignified 

by a beautiful wrought iron fence about its premises.  The building now serves as Iroquois Countyôs Museum.  

     The ambitious group whose political maneuvers made Watseka the County Seat set in motion a real trend to place a 

high premium on education and culture.  For instance, Watseka had a high school years before surrounding villages saw 

the need.  They built an  ñOpera Houseò which for years attracted elocutionists, singers and political figures.  A womanôs 

club was organized; it became an honor to be invited to join it, and once one was accepted as a member it was expected 

that you would contribute to the betterment of society.  They established ñWomanôs Parkò which graced main street now 

Walnut St., and installed gas lights and benches.  These ladies donated their own precious books, which later proved to 

be an unusual source for reference.   

     One sometimes hears a statement ñall towns are alike,ò but when you consider that carefully, it simply is not true. 

     From the era of the fur trading post here in the 1830ôs,  in the ensuing 21 years, the settlement grew in an amazing 
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Historical Society Board Officers & Members 

Pres.  Rolland Light - Sheldon 

V. Pres. Jean Hiles - Watseka 

Sec. Marilyn Wilken - Danforth 

Treas. Bob Ficke - Cissna Park  

 

 Joyce Franklin - Watseka 

 Wilma Light - Sheldon 

Silas & Marlene Light - Watseka 

David Hiles - Milford 

Elaine BrownðGilman 

Robin BrownðWatseka 

Vickie Webster  - Sheldon 

Mitchell & Susan Wynn Bence  ï Watseka 

Catherine WilliamsðWatseka 

Karen Wasmer- - Gilman, IL 
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*************************************************  

LOOKING AHEAD  

MARK YOUR CALENDARS  

Nov. 24- - - -            HAPPY THANKSGIVING 

Dec. 1-31- - -            43rd annual Christmas Tree  

                                  Lane 

                                  Gingerbread House Gallery 

Dec. 3- - - - -             Christmas Open House/Sounds  

                                  of the  Season  2 p.m. 

Dec. 23ðJAN. 2- - -Closed for Christmas & New  

                                  Year Holidays 

Dec. 25- - -                MERRY CHRISTMAS 

Dec. 26- - - Open for Holiday Visitors  10-4 p.m. 
Jan 2, 2012- - - -       HAPPY NEW YEAR 

Jan. 13, 2012- - - -    Tree decorations removed. 

 
*********************************************  

  We have a new email address on our donated laptop 

computers.  The  old email address will be fazed out very 

shortly so make note of the new address. 

 

  

ichs221567@yahoo.com 
It was also noticed that many of you still have our  

old webpage address. 

  Try:   www.iroquoiscountyhistoricalsociety.com 
This is an updated version of the old website.  This 

contains current information.  You can also refer to it 

between newsletters to see what is currently 

happening at the Old Courthouse Museum.  Joyce 

Franklin keeps this sight updated on a regular basis 

and we thank her for this. 

*************************************  

GOOD SEARCH & GOOD SHOP 
We would also like to remind you again of Good 

Search and Good Shop.  When you search for any-

thing on the internet or purchase anything from the 

internet, BE SURE TO DO THIS THROUGH 

GOOD SEARCH AND GOOD SHOP.  There is no 

cost to you and is a great way to bring money to the 

historical society.  All you have to do is sign up and 

then use this sight for all your searches and shopping  

especially for your online Christmas shopping. 

      We were notified that our check is in the mail   

(we get it on a yearly basis).  We will be getting four 

hundred and some dollars from Good Search and 

Good Shop for the year.  We are happy with this  

BUT we can do so much better with your help.  As 

an example of what can be earned:  the ASPCA has 

earned $43,176.  The Lutheran Womenôs Missionary 

League $16,643.  The sky is the limit for us too! 

PLEASE HELP US!           THANK YOU! 
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     I have a couple of questions for you.  Does anyone other than me think time is going faster than it used to?  It just canôt 

be Thanksgiving already, can it?  Judy says it is and wants a note from me to you. 

 

     We completed some of the much needed repair work on our roof and fascia before the weather changed and there is 

still much left to do, so next spring, if the gas company doesnôt hit us too hard this winter and money comes in, maybe we 

can do some more.  I want to give a big special thank you to all who sent money for the roof program.  I canôt come up 

with any words to tell you how much these gifts mean to all of us here at the Museum. 

 

     Dorranceôs Dungeon was a big hit again this Halloween and we canôt forget to thank all who helped put this event 

together and then take it apart.  Ginny Lee and her helpers just did a fantastic rearrangement of  the basement.  Great job! 

 

     Catherine Williams is planning a program to recognize the men and women from Iroquois County who served in the 

Civil War.  We will tell you more as the plans are finalized and meanwhile if you have any memorabilia or ideas to  

contribute, she would welcome them.  

 

Christmas Tree Lane is being set up, and if you or your organization would like to decorate a tree, Iôll bet Judy would find 

one for you. 

 

I canôt think of anything else to talk about, so I will close with a wish for a very Merry Christmas and a Happy, Joyous 

New Year to all! 

     MERRY CHRISTMAS AND HAPPY NEW YEAR   from the Board of Directors.  

 

PRESIDENTõS MESSAGE 
Rolland Light, president 


