
Four Days at Davenport
Kimball House

Davenport, Iowa September 21. 1881

The entire forenoon of September twenty-first 
was devoted to an inspection of the varied manu
factures of Moline, and in the afternoon we drop
ped down to Davenport. Among those who shook 
hands with us at the landing was Colonel P. A. J. 
Russell, city editor of the Democrat, who was the 
first to greet me here during my horseback journey 
from ocean to ocean in 1876, and who now seemed 
doubly interested in my canoe voyage from source 
to sea. The colonel remarked that he had no in
tention of letting me intersect my old line of march 
without seeing at least one familiar face.

Stepping into a carriage which was in waiting 
at the ferry, we were driven to the “Kimball,” un
til recently known as the Burtis House, where I 
had registered during my former journey. The 
chief topic of conversation everywhere at this time 
was the death and approaching funeral of Presi
dent Garfield. Having an engagement to lecture 
at Davenport on the twenty-third, it was thought 
advisable by many to cancel it out of respect to 
the Nation's dead; while others urged that as a
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large number of tickets had been sold it would be 
better to meet the appointment. I accordingly lec
tured at Library Hall, being introduced by Mayor 
Henry. I referred to the dead President before 
proceeding with my lecture, and gave my reasons 
for delivering it at a time when nearly all public 
engagements were either cancelled or postponed.

Less than fifty years ago the first cabin was 
erected here by white men. The retreating foot
steps of the red man were still heard over the 
bluffs. The graves of his people were still fresh 
on the brow of the hills, but all of this, with the 
play-grounds of his children, have now been cov
ered over with the habitations of the pale face. 
The mighty river that once bore the frail bark of 
a Marquette and a Joliet has become the thorough
fare of states. Where the light canoe of the savage 
once glided in safety, the scu-ti~chemon (or steam
boat) of the white man now floats with majesty 
and splendor, and this magnificent river has be
come the highway of a mighty nation. The Mack
inaw trading-boat, with its French voyageur has 
left its moorings on As~sin~ne~M an~ess (Rock Is
land), and old Fort Armstrong, that had stood 
like a watchful sentinel on the jutting rocks . . •

The bluffs of Davenport consist of a gentle rise 
from the river or bottom lands; not so steep but 
that roads are constructed up almost every part 
of them. The general elevation of these bluffs or 
highlands is about one hundred feet above the
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Mississippi, covered now with residences, gardens 
and cultivated fields to their summit. Davenport 
Township differs from most others upon the river 
in the beautiful rolling prairie immediately back 
from the river, after passing the bluffs. Back of 
the city the slope from the top of the bluff to Duck 
Creek, covered as it is with gardens and fields, is 
one of uncommon beauty and richness.

At the close of the year 1832 there were no 
settlements of white men in Iowa. In this year, on 
the fifteenth of September, General Winfield Scott 
negotiated a treaty with the Indians of the Sac 
[and Fox] tribes for the purchase by the United 
States of the territory comprising [including] 
Scott County, bordering on the river. The city 
of Davenport was named after Colonel George 
Davenport, the first white settler on Rock Island, 
on the eastern shore of the river and immediately 
opposite the site of Davenport. The Government 
had appointed him Indian agent and he received a 
grant of land on the Island.

The first person that owned land in Davenport 
was Antoine Le Claire, the son of a Canadian 
Frenchman, bom in Michigan in 1797. His moth
er was the daughter of a Pottawatomie chief. At 
this time the Territory of the Northwest, out of 
which half a dozen great States have since been 
formed, was peopled almost entirely by the red 
man, with here and there one of a different race, 
fearless enough to brave the perils of a frontier
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life among the dusky denizens of the wilderness. 
The father of Le Claire was one of these. The 
claim upon which the City of Davenport was laid 
out was purchased by Le Claire for one hundred 
and fifty dollars! In 1835 Mr. Le Claire sold his 
claim to a company, whose object was to lay it 
out as a town site. They chose well, as the event 
has amply established. During the first year only 
some half dozen families came in, mostly from 
Saint Louis. The first hotel, the first store and the 
first saloon were opened this same year. The 
saloon was a log shanty and stood on Front street 
below Western avenue. The “Davenport Hotel,“ 
a frame building of small pretension, erected by 
Messrs. Davenport and Le Claire, occupied a lot 
on the corner of Front and Ripley streets; and the 
first store was the property of James Mackintosh, 
who sold to the scant population dry-goods, gro
ceries, hardware and provisions. But, in addition 
to the dozen families in Davenport, purchasers 
came from the opposite shore of the river. Lumber 
was at that time brought up the river from Cincin
nati. Flour at sixteen dollars per barrel and pork 
at sixteen cents per pound were also brought from 
Cincinnati. From this first year the ferry also 
dates its origin—a flat-boat propelled by oars. 
This, in time, gave place to steam, and, at present, 
a large and commodious steamboat is constantly 
employed in transferring freight and passengers 
between the Iowa and Illinois shores of the river,
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which at this point is about a mile wide. The mor
tality of Davenport during the first year of its ex
istence amounted to seven, with a population of 
less than one hundred souls. Stevenson—now 
Rock Island City, on the Illinois shore, which had 
been laid out in 1834—possessed at this time a 
population of nearly five hundred.

Davenport, in the beauty of its location, excels 
all the other cities in the State. Handsome homes 
dot the bluffs. River views, for residences, have 
been extensively occupied by the well-to-do citi
zens, and the scope of country brought within the 
range of the eye from some of these hill-top dwell
ings is scarcely to be excelled for beauty by any
thing I have seen on the river. The drainage is of 
nature’s own making—the city being built on a 
declivity. There is much room for improvement 
in the sidewalks here. Possibly the citizens are too 
busy to give thought to a subject that concerns 
them only externally. Strangers, however, notice 
their defective, and in many cases dilapidated, 
condition, and make uncharitable remarks. The 
same applies to the County Court House, which 
is, without exception, the meanest I have seen in 
any city east of the Rockies and north of “Dixie.”

The educational advantages are proportioned 
to the size of the city. Here are twelve school- 
buildings, including that of the High School, 
erected in 1874, at a cost of sixty-five thousand 
dollars. The annual cost of the twelve schools is

FOUR DAYS A T  DAVENPORT



382 THE PALIMPSEST

about seventy thousand dollars. Griswold Col
lege, belonging to the Protestant Episcopal diocese 
of Iowa, occupies a very picturesque site overlook
ing the river. The Roman Catholic Academy of 
the Immaculate Conception is conducted by the 
Sisters of Charity of the B. V. M. Located within 
the city boundaries, it is surrounded by beautiful 
grounds and appears as quiet and retired as if 
miles away from the hum of the restless city. The 
buildings are elegant and commodious, and a new 
addition, at a cost of twenty-five thousand dollars 
is now in course of erection. This academy was 
opened for the education of young ladies in 1859. 
The churches are numerous and well attended. 
Grace Church, the cathedral of the Protestant 
Episcopal diocese of Iowa, is a very fine, substan
tial edifice, erected at a cost of eighty thousand 
dollars.

Trinity Church has a chime of bells, awaking 
memories of young both grave and gay, and may 
be heard at a distance of several miles. The Ro
man Catholic diocese of Davenport, embracing 
the southern half of the State, has also its seat 
here in the residence of the bishop. Four Baptist, 
four Catholic, one Christian, two Congregational, 
four Episcopal, one Hebrew, three Lutheran, four 
Methodist, one Unitarian and four Presbyterian 
churches afford strong evidence of progress in the 
cause of religion.

The Public Library on Brady street, as a means
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of education, should not be passed without favor
able mention. It was founded by the late Mrs. 
Clarissa C. Cook, a lady of wealth and benevo
lence, and contains about ten thousand volumes; 
but the institution which has contributed most to 
the fame of Davenport, is its Academy of Sciences. 
This embraces a most valuable collection of rare 
curiosities, ancient and modem—relics from the 
mounds of Iowa and adjoining states, including 
many skulls and portions of the skeletons of pre
historic man, and of animals of an extinct race. 
The visitor to Davenport may spend a day very 
profitably in this well-ordered and attractive mu
seum. Mercy Hospital is under the management 
of the Sisters of Mercy, and was opened in 1868. 
It has grown to large proportions and receives and 
cares for patients without reference to their reli
gious denomination. It has the entire confidence of 
the citizens and all testify to its judicious manage
ment and great usefulness. The Home for the 
Friendless, founded and liberally endowed by the 
benevolent Mrs. Cook, is a shelter for destitute 
females. It supplies a want found to exist, in a 
greater or less degree, in most cities, but unfor
tunately supplied in few. It is to the praise of Dav
enport that such an institution has been provided 
for friendless women and girls, and that it is so 
well and carefully conducted.

The growth of Davenport has been mainly since 
1850. Surrounded by a beautiful and fertile coun-

FOUR DAYS AT DAVENPORT



384 THE PALIMPSEST

try, it affords good sanitary conditions and every 
facility for the development of industry of many 
kinds. The present population is about 25,000.

Rock Island Arsenal lies to the north of Rock 
Island City, the latter not being situated on the 
Island, as might be supposed by the untraveled 
reader from its name. The Island proper has been 
appropriated by the United States Government 
since 1804, though unoccupied until 1812, on the 
breaking out of the war with Great Britain. A 
fort was erected here in 1816, and named Fort 
Armstrong, in honor of the then Secretary of War. 
It was garrisoned by United States troops until 
May, 1836, when it was evacuated. In 1840, the 
Government established here an ordnance depot, 
but in 1845, the stores were removed to the Saint 
Louis Arsenal. In 1862, an Act of Congress con
verted the Island into an arsenal for the National 
Government, and such it remains to this day. 
General Thomas J. Rodman, the inventor of the 
Rodman gun, was appointed to the command of 
the Arsenal in June, 1865, and continued in com
mand until his death in 1871. In March, 1869, 
Congress appropriated $500,000 for the construc
tion of a bridge across the Mississippi, uniting the 
Island with the city of Davenport, immediately 
opposite. General Rodman was succeeded in 
June, 1871, by Colonel D. W. Flagler, of the 
Ordnance Corps. This officer, since his appoint
ment, has effected great improvements on the
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Embarking for the Source of the Great River.

Source of the "Father of Waters.”
C a p ta in  G la z ie r  s cla im  to  th is  h o n o r  h as  n e v e r  been  acc e p ted  b y  s tu d e n ts  o f the  su b jec t. S ee  
)■ V. B row er, Itasca State Park, V ol. XI, Minnesota Historical Society Collections.



Making a Portage.1/ <7

I he e x p lo re rs  a n d  fu r t ra d e rs  w h o  cam e  to  th e  Iowra c o u n try  w 'ere q u ite  o fte n  req u ired  to 
m ak e  p o r ta g e s . Jo lie t a n d  M a rq u e tte  p o r ta g e d  from  th e  F o x  to  th e  W is c o n s in  R iv er.

T h is  d ra m a tic  w a te r fa l l  w a s  
In d ian  A r tis t  G e o rg e  C a tlin

The Falls of St. Anthony in 1881.
th e  o b je c tiv e  o f th o u sa n d s  o f  e x c u rs io n is ts  b e fo re  the  C iv il W  ar 
re fe rre d  to  th e  tr ip  as th e  ' F a sh io n a b le  T o u r  in 1835.



View of Lake Pepin.
T his 22-m ile s tre tc h  o f the M ississ ip p i w a s  a  p ic tu re sq u e  a n d  som etim es d a n g e ro u s  sec tion  
to n av ig a te . L ak e  P ep in  is ice -locked  each  w in te r  an d  la te  in o p en in g  each  sp rin g .

Fort Snelling, between Minneapolis and St. Paul.
In 1970 th e  M in n e so ta  H is to r ic a l S o c ie ty  to o k  th e  lead  in o b se rv in g  the 150th a n n iv e rs a ry  
of the fo u n d in g  o f  F o r t  S n e llin g . I t  is in the  p ro cess  o f be ing  re s to red .



Lou-Boom and Saw-Mil!
T h e  sc sa w -m ills  d o tte d  the  M iss is s ip p i from  L a n s in g  to  K e o k u k  a n d  p la y e d  a v ita l  ro le  in 
c o n v e r t in g  Io w a  from  a  log cab in  a n d  so d h o tise  f ro n tie r  to  a  la n d  o f fram e  houses.

nment Bridge Between Davenport and Rock Island.
the  M iss iss ip p i w a s  b u ilt in 1856 a n d  h a d  been  re lo c a te d  an d  rebu ilt 
w n  in 1881.



r° l as cornm on on  the U p p e r  M ississ ip p i as on  the O h io  an d  L o w er M ississipp i, sh a n ty -b o a ts  
* the ty p es  d ep ic ted  cou ld  b e  e n c o u n t e r e d

The Shanty-Boat.

ty p es  d ep ic ted  cou ld  be en co u n te red .

Raft on the Upper Mississippi.
A lthough  m ost log a n d  lu m b er ra f ts  w ere  be in g  p u sh ed  d o w n  the M ississ ip p i b y  ra f t  b o a ts  
in 1881, o c ca s io n a l floa ting  ra f ts  still cou ld  be seen .



N o t iden tified  by 
T u rk e y  r iv e rs .

I°wa Tributary of the Mississippi. 
G la z ie r , h u t p o ss ib ly  th e  U p p e r  Io w a , Y ellow ', o r
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Island, having converted it into a strong military 
post—in fact, the strongest on the Mississippi. He 
has erected substantial quarters for the commander 
and his subordinate officers, soldiers’ barracks, a 
complete system of sewerage, a bridge, connecting 
the Island with the city of Moline; roads, streets 
and avenues across the Island; a water-power 
wall, powder-magazine, pump-house, and has in
troduced the manufacture of stores for the army 
and machinery for the various shops in which 
the material of war is extensively fabricated.

Rock Island Arsenal is united with the Iowa 
side of the river, as before stated, by a well-con
structed and handsome bridge, 1,550 feet long; 
and with the Illinois side by two bridges, one 
leading to Rock Island City and the other to Mo
line. The one spanning the Mississippi on the 
north of the Island is a most durable structure, and 
is said to be one of the finest in the United States.

During the late Civil War, the Island was made 
available by the Government as a military prison, 
upwards of twelve thousand Confederate prison
ers having been confined here. Of these, one 
thousand nine hundred and sixty-one died during 
their imprisonment and were buried on the Island. 
About four hundred Union soldiers were also 
buried here, and on each recurring Decoration 
Day, the graves are strewn with flowers.

There is little more to be said of the Island ex
cept that it rests upon a substantial foundation of
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rock of the limestone order and hence its name. 
The length of the Island is two and three-quarter 
miles, and its width varies from a quarter to three- 
quarters of a mile. A very pleasant day may be 
passed in wandering over this island, which seems 
intended to become the arsenal for the entire Mis
sissippi Valley. When the works are completed, 
if crowded to its full capacity, it will arm, equip 
and supply an army of seven hundred and fifty 
thousand men.

Surrounded with the paraphernalia of grim war, 
Commandant Flagler has found time and oppor
tunity for the cultivation of the science of ornithol
ogy, and has converted his island-fortress into an 
immense aviaryl Here are to be seen, flitting about 
the dense foliage of the woodlands, almost every 
variety of American bird—nearly all song-birds, 
which build their nests and raise their broods on 
the Island unmolested. It is a singular adjunct to 
an arsenal and reflects credit on the taste and re
finement of its gallant commander. The colonel 
wages war without quarter on the English spar
row, however, which he will not allow to alight 
and rest its little wings on his preserves on pain of 
summary execution by the shot-gun, without even 
a preliminary trial by court-martial.

The city of Rock Island is situated on the main
land at the extremity of Rock Island Arsenal, on 
the Illinois or left bank of the river. On its eastern 
side are some very picturesque bluffs, stretching
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away to the sheltered valley of the Rock River, 
and including scenery of unrivaled beauty. Com
fortable residences dot the sides of these hills, 
amid clumps of trees and miniature forests that af
ford shelter and shade to the well-to-do residents. 
Rock Island is about midway between Saint Louis 
and Saint Paul, and immediately opposite the more 
populous city of Davenport, Iowa. It is, as already 
stated, connected with the latter city by an elegant 
and substantial iron bridge, owned by the Govern
ment and open to the public free of toll. The 
famous water-power produced by the lower rapids 
has contributed largely to the marvelous growth of 
this city as well as of Moline, the city of factories, 
within an easy walk or horse-car ride of Rock 
Island City. Here is to be the terminus of the pro
jected Hennepin Canal, by which it is proposed to 
solve the problem of cheap transportation between 
the Atlantic Ocean and the Mississippi, through 
the intervening great lakes. Recently a deep inter
est has been manifested in the construction of this 
canal, the accomplishment of which will doubtless 
be of vast benefit to the people of the North-west.

In Rock Island City we found numerous flour
ishing establishments for the manufacture of 
plows, cultivators and other agricultural appli
ances; of wagons and carriages, together with 
foundries and machine-shops. At night the streets 
are brilliant with the Brush electric lights; the side
walks are well paved and clean, and generally in
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a much better condition for pedestrians than those 
of the sister city of Davenport, across the river. 
Rock Island has a well-organized police force; a 
fire department, water-works, street cars, and a 
flourishing Public Library; free postal delivery, 
churches, public schools, and a commerce and 
trade second to no city of its size in the Union. In 
the interest of the growth of a city the transporta
tion problem is, perhaps, the most important ques
tion for the consideration of the citizens, and Rock 
Island is very favorably situated in this respect, 
owing to her position as the centre of a system of 
railroads. Several lines pass through here and give 
the city a busy aspect at all times. It is on the line 
of the great transcontinental highway. The Chi
cago, Rock Island and Pacific Railroad, passing 
through Rock Island, connects the eastern trunk 
lines with the Union Pacific at Omaha; and here 
also are depots of the Chicago, Milwaukee and 
Saint Paul; the Chicago and Northwestern; the 
Chicago, Burlington and Quincy; the Rock Island 
and Peoria, and the Rock Island and Mercer 
County railways. The population of this enter
prising little city is at present about 16,000. The 
private residences have a neat and thrifty appear
ance, while some afford evidence of the wealth and 
taste of their owners. The shrubbery and flowers 
which cluster about the doorways of even the 
humblest residences are indications of the comfort 
and thriving condition of the tenants.
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Three miles inland from Rock Island City is 
situated a very picturesque and romantic resort, 
which is frequented by the inhabitants of both 
sides of the river at this point, the traditionary 
name of which is Black Hawk's Watch-Tower. 
The tower is of nature’s architecture, and is the 
summit of the highest hill overlooking Rock River, 
an important tributary, from which a most exten
sive and pleasing picture of the surrounding coun
try is obtained. The look-out derives its fanciful 
name from its having been used by Black Hawk 
as a point from which he could survey his country 
for many miles round and the valley of the great, 
winding river. It is said to have been selected by 
the chief’s father, and overlooked the tribe's first 
village near the banks of Rock River. Black Hawk 
in the account he gave to Antoine Le Claire, in 
1833, says: “The Tower was my favorite resort 
and was often visited by me alone, where I could 
sit and smoke my pipe and look with wonder and 
pleasure at the grand scenes that were presented, 
even across the mighty river. On one occasion a 
Frenchman, who had been resting in our village, 
brought his violin with him to the Tower, to play 
and dance for the amusement of my people who 
had assembled there, and, while dancing with his 
back to the cliff, accidentally fell over it and was 
killed. The Indians say that at the same time of 
the year soft strains of the violin can be heard 
near the spot.” He further relates that “in the year
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1827 a young Sioux Indian, who was lost in a 
violent snowstorm, found his way into a camp of 
the Sacs, and while there fell in love with a beauti
ful maiden. On leaving for his own country he 
promised to return in the summer and claim his 
bride. He did so, secreting himself in the woods 
until he met the object of his affection. A heavy 
thunder-storm was coming on at the time, and the 
lovers took shelter under a rocky cliff on the south 
side of the Tower. Soon a loud peal of thunder 
was heard: the cliff was rent into a thousand 
pieces and they were buried beneath them. This, 
their unexpected tomb/’ says Black Hawk, “still 
remains undisturbed." The “Tower" is much ad
mired, and the street-cars of Rock Island convey 
many hundreds of visitors to its summit in the 
spring, summer and autumn, where they pic-nic for 
the day and enjoy, with the pure, healthful breez
es, a most sublime view of the country for many 
miles. The property is owned by the Davenport 
family and is made freely accessible to all.


