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SYLVESTER BURR WILKINS
Rockford's Nineteenth Mayor
When Sylvester B. Wilkins became mayor of Rockford in
he had been a resident of the city only ten years.
He was therefore ineligible for membership in the Old SettHowever, Mrs. Wilkins, the former
lers' Society.
Jane
Goodlander, whom Wilkins had married in May of 1861, liked
to recall that she had passed through Rockford as early as
1857 to visit her brother, Daniel Goodlander, ;hen living
Goodlander was later associated with the
in Freeport.
Emerson Company in Rockford. While in Freeport, Jane had
become acquainted with Henry Freeman who was then teaching
there.
He became principal of the East Rockford High
School in 1859.
Freeman had suggested to Miss Goodlander
that she apply to teach in one of the new high schools in
Rockford; if she had taken his advice, she would have arrived here twelve years before Sylvester, but would probably never have met him.
Wilkins was born on a farm in Chenango County, N.Y.,
about 29 miles northeast of Binghamton, on March 14, 1833.
Remaining on his father's farm until the age of nineteen,
he then became a clerk in a grocery store at Binghamton and
for a time attended an academy there.
The same year that his future wife passed through
Rockford, young Sylvester headed for Milton, Pennsylvania,
where he obtained employment in a wagon spoke factory.
While there he invented and patented a device for finishing
spokes, and it is said that money he received for his invention made possible his future business enterprises.
It was at Milton that he met and married Miss Goodlander,
who had returned to her childhood home.
As his first investment, Wilkins founded a shipyard on
the canal near town, and until 1864 he built canal boats on
contract for a mining company which furnished coal to the
U. S. Navy during the Civil War.
When the area was hit by
floods in 1864, the canal was partly ruined -- never to be
repaired -- and the end of the war in 1865 caused a slump
in the coal market, so by 1869 Wilkins had decided to sell
out.
His brother-in-law, Daniel Goodlander, had by this
time moved to Rockford, where he was employed in the reaper
firm owned by P. H. Nanny, a cousin
of John H. Nanny,
Goodlander was later associated with Emerson-Talcott Company for about thirty years.
Wilkins arrived in Rockford too late in 1869 to be
listed in the City Directory of that year. The next Directory was in 1872, and in that he was shown to be in business with Aaron Marcellus,
Marcellus had arrived in Rockford in 1853, and, according to his biographical sketch,
had "established for F. H. Nanny the Rockford Bolt Works,'
If F, H. Nanny was
(MroeUu' mother had been a Nanny.)
alt tilated with the Rockford Bolt Works, this may help to
explain Wilkins' arrival, as his brother-in-law, Goodlander

1879,

was listed as an "agent" for F. H. Manny at that time.
However, Church's 1916 history claims that the Rockford
Bolt Works was begun in 1866 by George Chapman and Gilbert
Gunsaul, with no mention of either Marcellus or Manny. The
1869 City Directory listed Gunsaul as a bolt manufacturer
living at the corner of South Church and Morgan Streets,
with no indication of where his shop was located.
By 1872
Mrs. Gunsaul was listed as being a widow, and Wilkins and
Marcellus had taken over as bolt makers.
A book entitled INDUSTRIAL AND PICTURESQUE ROCKFORD,
compiled in 1891 by Eugene Browne and F. Ford Rowe, claimed
that the Rockford Bolt Works was organized in 1877.
The
discrepancy in dates arises from the fact that when the two
men were partners, the firm was known at times as Wilkins &
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Marcellus, Northwestern Bolt Works, and Rockford Bolt
Works. Marcellus died October 5, 1876, and after his death
his widow disposed of his interest in the bolt works. Wilkins acquired most of it, and the firm was eventually incorporated with Wilkins as president, W. C, Smith as vice
president, and C. R. Wise as secretary-treasurer.
The following article about the Bolt Works appeared cii
"These works are the
page 37 of the 1872 City Directory:
oldest established of their kind in the West, and have won
an enviable reputation in their line of goods which is
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commendable, to the proprietors as well as the city, in
They were established about the
which they are located.
year 1862, in a small way, since which time they have gradually grown into a large and important establishment,
turning out a quantity and quality of work, which is not
surpassed by any similar institution. East or West. A
short time ago, these works were burned down, but with that
great amont of energy and enterprise which characterizes
the proprietors, Messrs. Wilkins & Marcellus, commenced to
rebuild, and within thirty days were in full running order,
with a larger establishment, and increased facilities, in
order to supply the demands of their growing trade. The
machinery, most of which is new, is of superior make, while
the men they employ are mostly first class hands at the
S.B.WILKINS Preet
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trade, which number between thirty and forty. All kinds of
carriage, plow, and machine bolts, and hot pressed nuts are
here made, which are equal to any Eastern made work, and
sold at as low prices as can be obtained elsewhere.
These
works being a Western enterprise, should command a still
greater trade, that it may be seen that such enterprises
are appreciated by our Western business men. Messrs. Wilkins & Marcellus are enterprising, liberal, and straightforward business men, and command esteem for their

House at extreme left is
509 North Church Street;
to the right of that are
the "Wilkins Flats", 503
North Church Street as
it appeared in 1963.

honorable dealing."
While he was at the Bolt Works, Mr. Wilkins became acquainted with John Nelson, whose knitting factory was nearby. Having an inventive mind, Wilkins took a great deal of
interest in any kind of machinery, and his observation of
probably during the
the Lamm knitter at Philadelphia
1876 Exposition -- heightened his interest. Nelson oftet
deplored the fact that he had to purchase the yarn for his

--

View looking south on No.
Church St. from Locust St.
In 1971; side view of 503
N. Church St. is at the
extreme left.
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-factory from the south, and this caused Wilkins to think
about a new industry for the community.
Presumably using mostly his own capital, Mr. Wilkins
fitted up a factory with machines for the spinning of wool
yarn, and in 1882 the Rockford Spinning Mills were in operation at "foot S. Wyman, w r" He entered into a contract
with surrounding farmers for purchasing wool, and all seemed to be going well, but eventually the firm found that
they could not compete with the low-cost southern yarn;
wages even in those days were considerably higher in the
Since they had no market for the yarn which they
North.
were already producing, they decided they would have to set
up their own knitting machinery; this gave birth to the
Both firms were operated by the
Wilkins Knitting Company.
S. B. Wilkins Company, organized January 1, 1884, with
Wilkins as president, J. W. Irvine as vice president, John
eorge L. Wilkins as
W. Hart as secretary-treasurer, and
By 1.89 Wilkins hao left
assistant secretary-treasurer,
the Bolt Works, and his position as president there had
been assumed by Robert H. Tinker.
By 1891 the S. B. Wilkins Company was producing $1-50,000 worth of output annually. It was located at Bouth Wyman and Cedar Streets and had a total floor area of 35,000
The Wilkins Automatic Knitter, invented by
square feet,
Wilkins himself, was said to produce a sock in less than
three minutes, a phenomonal rate of production in that day.
Eventually it became necessary to expand, and, instead of
adding to the Rockford plant, it was decided to open a facThe company was reorganized
tory in Kenosha, Wisconsin.
and became the Chicago-Rockford Hosiery Company with an office in Chicago and factories in Rockford and Kenosha. For
several years Wilkins spent much of his time in Kenosha,
but he retained his home in Rockford and was always considThe Wilkins home was at 512
ered to be a citizen here.
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One of the last
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Sylvester B. Wilkins
on the front porch
of his home at 509
North Church Street

North Main Street for many years, but about 1900, after
Sylvester had retired, they moved to 509 North Church St.,
remaining there for the rest of their lives.
The Church
Street residence had been built by their son George, but
after about two years he and his wife sold it to his
parents and left Rockford, living in Europe for a time and
eventually settling in the Chicago area.
In 1879 Sylvester Wilkins was elected mayor of Rockford and served for two years. As a faithful member of the
Court Street Methodist Church and husband of a W.C,T.tJ.
president, he was elected as a prohibitionist. Previous to
his election, Rockford was protected from fire by a volunteer fire department.
When the first annual budget of
Wilkins' administration was presented to him for approval,
Wilkins refused to accept any appropriation for the volunteer department, instead insisting that Rockford had
reached a size justifying a paid department.
For eight months a deadlock continued between the
mayor and the aldermen, the latter opposing a full-time
paid fire department. During that time Rockford was virtually without fire protection, as no appropriation had been
approved for the volunteer department.
Fortunately no
serious fires erupted.
Finally, with the support of the
manufacturers of the city, Wilkins triumphed, and the paid

full-time fire department was established.
John T. Lakin
was appointed as the first paid fire chief. Only a week or
two after Mr. Lakin's appointment a fire broke out on West
State Street which threatened to destroy the entire block
It probably would have
between Wyman and Main Streets.
succeeded except for the new fire department.
Mr. and Mrs. Wilkins were married for almost sixty
Mrs. Wilkins passed away first, on December 21,
years.
Mr. Wilkins departed this earth less than three
1920.
They were survived by a
months later, on March 3, 1921.
son, George L. Wilkins, two daughtels, Mrs. Mary Holt and
Miss Ruth Wilkins, and two grandchildren, Josephine Wilkins
Mary
A great grandaughter, Mrs.
and Jane Sylvia Holt.
Ross, is presently an English teacher at Jefferson High
School in Rockford.

PHILANDER KNAPPEN, CHARLES LATIMER
AND THE ELECTION
By Billie Whitsitt
(Continued from last issue)
"The Pottawattamies have been considered the most filthy and worthless of all Indian tribes, and their appearanformer
ce on Monday detracted nothing from their
reputation."
Such accounts make us aware not only of Kanppen's
feelings about the Indians, but also the inability of the
settlers to foresee the continuing tragedy of the Indians,
their lack of ability to identify with them as human beings, and their seeming necessity to generalize instead of
individualize.
Knappen's belief in public education was deep. It was
a strong thread that ran in and out among his other strong
In the second issue of his paper he chastised
threads.
Rockford for not having public schools:
"In this School District comprising population of
something like two -thousand souls, and embracing the popuous and flourishing village of Rockford, is it not a
little surprising that we are without a public schoolar
without a public teacher? . . • Six hundred persons, and
those not in log cabins but in comfortable brick and frame
dwellings and yet without a School ::"
(Continued in next issue)
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