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Introduction

The present-day community of Plainfield evolved from the pioneer settlement of Walkers’ Grove that had been established in the Fall of 1829 along the banks of the Du Page River in northeastern Illinois.  The settlement of pioneer families was dispersed about the 1830 sawmill erected by James Walker and several men working for him.  Others staked claims in the woods and on the fringes of the Illinois prairie beginning in 1830.  Between 1830 and 1831, a rush of pioneers came to the area, claiming most of the land by the Spring of 1832.  The small settlement was at a strategic location at the mid-point of the trail between Ottawa and Fort Dearborn (present-day Chicago), then the two major communities north of Peoria and Danville in northeastern Illinois,
The Black Hawk War, which began in April 1832, terrified the pioneers of northern Illinois and resulted in the Illinois Governor calling for the establishment of an army to secure the safety of the settler families.  Following the Black Hawk War, which ended in September 1832, an even greater surge of pioneers rushed to claim the lands of northeastern Illinois.  The rush for land was so great that the State’s district land offices were overwhelmed with claims. Many early land claims were disputed while the paperwork was processed, which often took years to complete.

In August 1834, Chester Ingersoll platted a new town, named Planefield, immediately northeast of the Walkers’ Grove settlement.  Ingersoll, along with his son-in-law T. J. York, began constructing buildings and selling lots in their new, grid-plan town.  That same year, Levi Arnold began to allow pioneers to construct buildings on his land, but Arnold did not sell lots.  In August 1835, the most ambitious establishment of a new community in the immediate area was undertaken by James Mathers and James M. Turner.  They christened their new town “East Plainfield” and proposed significant mill development along a sizable millrace upstream from the Walker Sawmill.   

Until recently, little information was known about James Mathers and his business partner, James M. Turner, beyond some inaccurate historical references to their early contributions and residency in the Plainfield area.  In fact, historical accounts from the 1870s, attempted to diminish most of Mathers’ early influence on the development of the village of Plainfield.  For more than 130 years, James Mathers had been identified as James Mathews or Matthews, until the investigation of early court records identified the proper spelling of the family’s name.     

James Mathers settles in Illinois
The exact date when James Mathers’ and his family arrived in Illinois is unclear.  Among the early pioneers who staked claims and established pre-emption rights were James Mathers and James M. Turner.  By 1831, James Mathers had come to the area from Ohio by way of Indiana.  Most likely, the Mathers family left Elkhart, Indiana in the Spring of 1831.  (One history states that Mathers arrived in 1831 but also states that he arrived in 1832.  However, a pioneer account from 1832 states that all the land in the area of Walker’s Grove had already been claimed by that summer.)  Certainly, James Mathers was somewhere between Fort Dearborn (present-day Chicago), Walkers’ Grove (present-day Plainfield), and Barber’s Corner (present-day Bolingbrook / Naperville) between late 1831 and April of 1832, when the Blackhawk War broke out.

James M. Turner, who was born at Ohio in 1806, arrived at Walkers’ Grove about the same time, but it is unclear if he came in the company of Mathers or if the two became acquainted at Walkers’ Grove.
James Mathers Enlists for Military Service
James Mathers served in two militia regiments (as a Private) during the Black Hawk War.  First, Mathers served in the Company of James Walker of Walkers’ Grove (now Plainfield) in the battalion under the control of Major Daniel Bailey.  The militia at Walkers’ Grove was formed on July 19, 1832.  Later, Mathers served in the Company of Holden Sisson (also Sceisson or Scisson) of Yankee Settlement (now Lockport).  The Sisson unit was formed July 23, 1832 and the battalion was under the control of Major Nathaniel Buckmaster. (Major Bailey—along with Major Stillman—was one of the masterminds of the embarrassing defeat of Illinois troops at Stillman’s Run, although neither the Plainfield nor the Lockport companies were involved at that skirmish).  The Walker Unit was discharged on August 12, 1832; the Sission Unit was discharged on August 15, 1832.
As part of the Black Hawk War cessions, all Indians were removed to Iowa.  Following the treaty, land at present-day Plainfield was made available for purchase from the Federal Government in 1833.

James Mathers Begins Assembling Land with James M. Turner
James Mathers is granted pre-emption rights for his two claims at Walkers’ Grove (present-day Plainfield Township).  He received the land patents for two parcels on 22 Nov 1834 for claims established in 1831 or very early 1832.   On the same date as Mathers, James M. Turner received patents for three tracts of land in the area as well…one of which would become the site of East Plainfield.
Potentially, Mathers made the acquaintance of James M. Turner at Walkers’ Grove because there is no record of Turner’s arrival or service in the Black Hawk War.  However, because Turner’s land claim was also granted with pre-emption rights, the record would suggest that Turner was at Walkers’ Grove before the Summer of 1832.  In fact. Mr. Turner’s 1831 marriage to Mary H. Watkins is the first known marriage in present-day Will County.  

James Mathers Presence as a Community Evolves
In the early Summer of 1834, Jonathan Hagar arrived at Plainfield and established the first general merchandise store in the Village.

Chester Ingersoll platted the Town of Planefield, consisting of thirteen blocks, in August 1834 when the “circuit clerk and court” appeared (each August prior to the establishment of Will County in 1836it is possible—but yet unproven-- that in a couple of those years, Abraham Lincoln may have been one of the members of the circuit since he was active in that role in Illinois at the time). 
In September of 1834, James Mathers and his wife, Sarah Mariah (Clarke), are one of 4 couples to establish the local Congregational Church.   Other founding members were Ezra and Martha Goodhue, Andrew Carrier and wife, and Oliver and Mary Goss.  Due to “conflicting land claims,” the Congregational church disbanded in 1835.

As early as the Summer of 1834, James Mathers and James M. Turner began to erect a substantial home for the Mathers family (and, possibly, for Mr. and Mrs. Turner) as well as a gristmill and a sawmill.   Likely, the foundations were dug and set for the buildings and the millrace was excavated in 1834.  Barrett B. Clarke recalled that he helped raise the very heavy, “green” timbers for the gristmill in 1835 (1878 History of Will County, p. 485). Mathers and Turner were heavily leveraged by a lender of the name Arthur Bronson of New York City (relationship unknown).

In 1835, Levi F. Arnold—at odds about the development of the Village of Plainfield in accordance with Ingersoll’s vision—moved to Kendall County.  There, with Lewis Brinsmaid Judson, he establishes the Town of Hudson (present-day Oswego).

In 1836, the former Congregational Church was re-gathered under the Presbyterian form of government (likely at the strong influence of James and Sarah Mathers, based on their future connection to the Nebraska Mission of the Presbytery).

The financial Panic of 1837 devastated the Mathers’ and Turners’ investments…and problems begin in earnest.  Turners sold out to the Mathers about this time.  The deepening Depression of 1838 further hurt Mathers’ investment.
In 1838, the Mathers family consists of James and Sarah Mathers as well as their three children: Carolan, Sarah (a/k/a “Sally”), and Marcellus.
In October 1839, Ezra Goodhue, founding member of the Congregational Church and future father-in-law of Carolan Mathers, George Burrell, became the sureties for many (if not all) of Mathers’ debts.

In August 1840, a major suit was brought against Mathers by Jonathan Hagar, a pillar of the local (by then) Presbyterian Church when the circuit court comes to the area.  Hagar was successful in his claim against Mathers in August 1841; Hagar consummated the suit in December 1841.

On 29 December 1841, Sarah Mathers married Otis Ashley at Plainfield (Will County Marriage License 00000436).  They established their home in the Plainfield community (but exact location is unknown).

In March or April 1842, Hagar took possession of the majority of the Mathers’ land in East Plainfield, including the large Mathers’ house (which still stands).  As a result of the suit, Goodhue, Burrell and Hagar assumed ownership of the Mathers’ sawmill and gristmill in the Spring of 1842. 

The James Mathers Leaves East Plainfield
Assuming that it took about one month to get to Missouri from Plainfield, it is probable that the Mathers family (James, Sarah, Carolan and Marcellus) left Plainfield in March or early April of 1842 and arrived at St. Louis, Missouri in April 1842.  Letters nominating James and Carolan as farmers to the Nebraska Mission Pawnees were written at St. Louis, Missouri on 25 April 1842. The Mathers family likely collected themselves at St. Louis before heading to Nebraska in August of 1842.  The Mathers’ nominations were confirmed on 07 Oct 1842, by which time they are in Nebraska. 

Plainfield Evolves While the Mathers Live in Nebraska
In 1843, with Abolitionist sentiment intensifying, the local Presbyterian congregation voted to return to the Congregational form of government (Hagar remained an active member of the church for some 50 years).

On 14 September 1843, Jonathan Hagar married Catharine Goodhue, daughter of Ezra Goodhue (Will County Marriage License 00000541).

On 18 September 1844, Levi Arnold died unexpectedly at the age of 37.  Arnold’s wife, Mariah S., and daughter, Lucien, began to sell the parcels around the buildings that had been built on the Arnold land over 11 years.  Other parcels are surveyed and sold off as town lots as the widow and daughter attempted to settle the estate of Levi Arnold.  The Arnold land becomes known as “Arnold’s Addition.”
In October 1844, Goodhue, Burrell, and Hagar sold the former Mathers’ gristmill and sawmill to Mr. Caswell.
James and Marcellus Mathers were involved in the deadly skirmish at the Nebraska Mission, Spring 1845.  Marcellus died November 15, 1845, six months following his mortal wound.  A letter the following month (20 Dec 1845) to St. Louis detailed the incident and death. Presumably, the Mathers’ family returned to Missouri--possibly in the dead of Winter, 1845-46!

The Mathers return to Plainfield by 02 April 1846, when Carolan and Margaret Burrell marry at Plainfield (Will County Marriage License 00000725).  Within the month, the Mathers clan—including both married children, their spouses, and children—leave Plainfield and head overland to Peru, Illinois, where they traveled by boat down the Illinois and Mississippi Rivers to St. Louis, where likely, they had stored most of their possessions and provisions, planning to head to California.  The contingent left Missouri over the Oregon Trail in May 1846, arriving at Johnson’s Ranch, California 20 October 1846.

Plainfield Postlude
In March of 1847, James M. Turner died at Plainfield, aged 41.

In April 1847, Chester Ingersoll organized a delegation of more than 40 people to move to California via the Oregon Trail.

In November 1848, Caswell sold the former Mathers’ mills to Edward McAllister, who—in turn—leased the mills to his sons, Archibald and Jesse.

In September 1849, while preparing to return to Plainfield, Chester Ingersoll died at San Francisco, California and was buried “at sea’ in the bay.

On 07 October 1849, James and Sarah Mathers were among the founding members of the Independent Presbyterian Church at San Jose, California (later, First Presbyterian Church of San Jose).

On 27 August 1850, James Walker—who established the first sawmill in the area—died at Plainfield, Illinois, aged 57.

Ezra Goodhue died on 02 February 1852.

Catharine (Goodhue) Hagar died 19 March 1858.

At San Luis Obispo, California, Sarah Mathers died in 1869.  James Mathers died in 1870 at California; he was the last surviving founder of the Village of Plainfield, Illinois.
In 1877, after two prior attempts, the three original sections of the community are officially incorporated as the Village of Plainfield under the statutes of the State of Illinois.
The subscription-based, 1878 History of Will County stated that James Mathews (sic) removed to Oregon…but cited little other information about him—although Jonathan Hagar as well as Goodhue and Burrell descendants remained at Plainfield at that time.

By 1884, the former Mathers’ sawmill was gone from the former Mathers mill site.  Likely, it had disappeared in the mid- to late 1860s.  

In 1893, the 1835 Mathers’ gristmill was razed, but the timbers were salvaged for the construction of Sid Gray’s Machine Shop in Plainfield (the building still stands in 2010).

In 1894, Carolan and Margaret (Burrell) Mathers died, about one month apart.

In 1903, Sarah (Mathers) Ashley died at California.

In 1904, Otis Ashley—the last living tie to the Mathers era at Plainfield--died at California.

Mathers’ Family Contributions Honored
In 1986, an original millstone from the Mathers gristmill was placed in front of the Plainfield Historical Society Main Street Museum…not far from the original site of the James Mathers’ mills.
In March 2010, Michael Lambert of Plainfield, with deepest appreciation, connects the research of his own and that completed by others from across the country so that the Mathers family’s influence at Plainfield will be properly recognized and immortalized after more than 120 years. 
