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The chronicle of Barrington's early 
railroad days is the third in a series of 
articles based on a collection of over 
700 letters written from the Octagon 
House on West Main Street, during a 
period of 15 years, from 1889 to 1904. 
The first article appeared on May 13, 
and the second on June 17. 
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By BARBARA BENSON 

When the Chicago and Northwestern Railway ( then the 
Illinois and Wisconsin Railroad) was extended through 
Barrington from Deer Grove in 1854, there was only a 
handful of log cabin dwellers in the vicinity to mark the 
event. One of these was the young Garrett Landwer, who 
had arrived with his family from Westphalen in 1852, and 
lived on an 80-acre farm in the area of East Hillside 
Avenue. 

In 1933, when he was 85 years old, Landwer recalled 
those early years of open prairie when neighbors were 
scarce. He remembered the preparations for the first 
railroad to reach Barrington. 

One day, father and I went to get a calf from a 
man by the name of Felter, and we walked across 
where the C & NW tracks are ( now) and then there 
were some little sticks stuck in the ground with 
some white cloth on and I asked father what that 
was for, and father told me they were going to put a 
railroad through here, and I asked "Father, what is 
a railroad?" as I never saw a railroad in my life, 
and father said that they laid wood on the ground 
with iron on It, and I asked what made the wagon 
run, and he said a machine pulled it. Father paid 14 
shillings for the calf and carried it home on his 
back, and we raised it and called the cow Felter." 

Benjamin Fetter sold his 40 acre farm to the railroad 
rather than grant right of way across his land. Those 40 
acres, bounded by what is now Hough Street on the west, 
Main on the north, to just east of Spring Street, and south 
of Russell, were the original limits of Barrington Station. 
They were platted out by the railroad engineers, some of 
whom were English, working for a partly English owned 
company. The lots were laid out in rods and chains, and 
the railroad ran on the lefthand side. 

Felter's original log cabin stood approximately on the 
site of Village Liquors. After he sold out to the railroad, 
apparently for $600 he bought a farm on County Line Road 
across from what is now the Barrington Hills Country 
Club. 

Coincidentally, Chicago Title and Trust Company lists 
title to the land on which the Octagon House stands, as 
being granted by the U.S. Government in 1845 to a 
Matthew Fetter, who then sold the 80 acre parcel along 
West Main Street and south of it, to Warren Hough in 1855. 
Arnett Lines genealogy of Benjamin Fetter makes no 
reference to a family member named Matthew. 

No lively penmanship documented the actual entry of 
that first railroad in 1854, into what became the Village of 
Barrington. But, when the second railroad, the Waukegan 
and Southwestern Railway, now the Elgin, Joliet and 
Eastern Railway, or the Belt Line as it was called at first, 
cut in an almost opposite direction from the C & NW 
across Barrington in 1889, there were two eager  

storytellers in the Octagon House. Emaline Brown, and 
her daughter Hattie were anxious to keep Hattie's sister 
Laura Nightingale, "Dear little girl beyond the 
Mississippi," in touch with all the excitement back home 
in Barrington. In a letter written about Aug. 20, 1889, 
Emaline details the action for Laura in Minnesota: 

"Dearest Laura, 
Rec'd your nice long letter last night, and as 

Hattie is away will answer. Irving and Maud came 
up after Hattie Monday evening. Sunday, Jim Sizer 
hitched up his team, and took Ariette, your Pa and 
Ma over to Pomeroy's big slough to see the railroad 
men drive pile, they have a pile driver that goes by 
steam, and the tower looks some like a windmill 
tower, and at the top of that is fastened a heavy 
weight or hammer, weighing sixteen hundred 
pounds and that is raised up by steam ( they have a 
small engine) and then down conies the hammer on 
the log, and then raised again, and down it comes 
again, until the pile is driven deep enough, they 
drive these in the ground over thirty feet. The way 
they get the logs up on end they hitch a rope on the 
end of the log and drag it by steam power up close to 
the tower, then put on steam and pull it up on end 
fetching it right in the tower under the hammer. It is 
quite a sight I think to see them work. I think there 
were more than a hundred people there on Sunday, 
Carrie Kendall said everybody and their dog was 
there. 

They do not commence at one end of the road and 
work right through but have a gang of men working 
in different places, there is a gang at the Center 
( Barrington Center near Routes 59 and 62) a gang 
here and up by Pomeroy's ( the crossing at Lake 
Zurich Road) and at Lake Zurich and so on all the 
way through. They are going to have a depot at the 
Center, one here, and one at Lake Zurich. Some 
places they dig through, and some fill in, there is a 
deep place over on the old Clauson farm ( west of 
Evergreen Cemetery) that they have had to fill in 
thirty feet to make it an even grade with each side. 
Our town is full of railroads. I guess you have heard 
enough about railroads, but I have not much else to 
write about. Carrie Kendall boards the Civil 
Engineers." 

The same letter went on, however, for another two 
pages with family and local gossip, but Emaline couldn't 
resist a post script in the last empty corner of the page: 

"There is a perfect string of folks going by to see them 
work on the railroad. They are working now in Mr. 
Freeman's pasture." On August 28, 1889, Emaline wrote 
to Laura: "Last night Pa and I went over where they are 
working on the railroad, the way they are tearing and 
piling up the dirt is a caution. It looks as if there had been 
an earthquake over there." 

On October 3, 1889, Hattie wrote: 

"Dear Sister, 
The great subject of conversation here is the 

railroad. It crossed the County Line yesterday and 
all the men, children and half the women were down 
to see it, Ma and I included. 

Later in the same letter, Hattie comments: 

"The railroaders go to Spalding every noon for 
water and for more rails and ties, and they stay 
there nights. The boss says he don't want the men to 
stay here nights for they will get so drunk they will 
not work". 

The Village of Barrington had been dry for two years 
from 1867-1869, but there were now several saloons in 
town. On Sept. 4, Hattie had written to Laura: 

"The railroad men are so thick on the streets nights 
and so full and so mean, I dare not go anywhere 
alone. Last Sunday night they had a keg of beer in 
front of Crabtree's house and had a war dance 
around it, that was about seven o'clock." 

On Oct. 9, Emaline wrote to Laura: 

"Last night there was a man run over by the cars on 
the new railroad near here, and had one arm and 
one leg cut off, he was carried downtown, and it was 
thought he could not live. He was tipsy and tried to 
get on the cars but fell under the cars, it is the train 
that brings along the ties and rails, and the men that 
do the work, they have the track laid as far as the 
Northwestern. Think they will get as far as Lake 
Zurich this week, they lay a mile a day." 

On Oct. 11, she wrote, "The man that was hurt on the 
new railroad is dead." The Barrington Review of Oct. 12, 
1889, carried the following report: 

The first accident reported on the new railroad occurred 
last Saturday evening as the track layers were going home 
from work, and proved fatal. Mr. J. Stewart, who it is said 
was intoxicated, was on the flat car which was ahead of the 
engine, attempted to jump from the car to the pilot of the 
engine, but missed and fell just on the outside edge of the 
rail, the car passed over him and one leg, arm and several 
ribs were very badly broken. He was brought to town in a 
milk wagon and taken into Mr. Pingel's house, there being 
no room at the Bennett House. Dr. Richardson was called 
but said there was no hopes for his recovery. He died in 
about a half hour after he was taken into the house. The 
coroner from Libertyville held an inquest over his remains 
on Monday. The Jury brought in the following verdict: 
"Met his death by a shock while stepping from the flat car 
to the pilot of the engine, while under the influence of 
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