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DESCRIBETHE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 
The present day Kennicott Grove consists of about 70 acres of woodland, 
marshland, and thicket, and of about 70 acres of open land within a 
triangle formed by Milwaukee Avenue, Lake Avenue, and the Chicago and 
Northwestern railroad tracks. There are approximately a dozen homes within 
the grove of which one is the Robert Kennicott House.

Historically Kennicott Grove was a typical example of a prairie grove. It 
consisted of about 250 acres of wooded, heavily vegitated land with several 
natural ponds. After Dr. John Kennicott moved to the grove, in about ,1837,. 
he planted numerous" fruit trees, laid out. vegetable and. flower gardens,, and 
in other ways cultivated the grove. . . .,

••'.-• ' . . ' • '. ' - I .-' ' ; '' 7 ••:.'.! ..,!.. . !!.!_,. ..„-*--....

... ., .-._•.• . , . • • j . -• ... • ., . ..•;•,•...,••;:'.,.. i .-'-'
The Robert Kennicotlb House was built' in approximately 1856. The fo^lpwing^ 
architectural evaluation of the'house,'which applies today, was prepared in 1974.! •..>..-

The plan of the Kennicott house is unusual and without any very obvious 
governing principle. Original plans were not available during the 
examination and a sketch plan of the exterior and of the first floor were 
prepared for study purposes only. Copies of sketches will be available. 
Plans of this character are usually the result of gradual additions to an 
original core structure and remodelling from time to time. We are 
relatively certain that this was the case in the Kennicott house. The 
sequence of growth can be, for the most part, only surmised at this early 
stage of examination. The Gothic room on the north is presumably the 
latest addition. Otherwise the house has three distinct parts: main 
rectangle, south room, and kitchen wing. Unless some research is done in 
family papers and other records, and/or by partially dismantling and 
probing in the building, it is unlikely that the order of construction 
can be determined exactly. The east wall of the south room is dated by 
inscriptions to earlier than 1878. The porch that surrounds that room 
appears to date from about 1920 judging from inscriptions on the shutters 
covering the inscribed siding of earlier date.

Besides the board and batten siding which is probably not original, the 
only destructive architectural details occur as patterns around the second 
floor windows and in the treatment of eaves. The vertical board and batten 
siding is rare in Illinois and gives the house a special architectural 
interest especially if it, or its original part, dates from as early as 1854,

Wilbert R. Hasbrouck, FAIA, and Paul E. Sprague, Ph.D., "Preliminary 
Evaluation of Kennicott Grove Property with Special Emphasis on the Structu 
Structure Known as the Kennicott House," in Open Lands Project, "A 
Proposal for Intergovernmental and Citizen Group Agreement for Acquisition, 
Development, and Maintenance of the Grove, (Chicago, 1974).
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Robert Kennicott, naturalist and explorer, was born November'13, 1835, in 
New Orleans: Shortly after Robert * s birth the family moved to' Northfield, 
Illinois, a small community eighteen miles north of Chicago. "Robert's 
father, John Kennicott, was a physician who, like many doctors of the 
period, was also" interested in natural history. After moving to Northfield 
the elder Kennicott turned his full attention to the study of horticulture 
and to promoting the agricultural potential of the region. In time he 
became a leading horticultural expert and also edited a periodical called 
"The Prairie Farmer." At his home in Northfield Dr. John Kennicott turned 
a typical prairie grove into a horticultural laboratory. He carefully 
classified the types of plants, flowers, trees, and vegetables in the grove.

Robert Kennicott grew up surrounded by the concerns of science and 
especially natural history. Sickly as a child he did not attend the local 
schools but rather his father educated him at home. From his youngest days 
Robert explored the grove with his father studying its varied flora and 
fauna. He also talked with the visitors who came to the grove to talk with 
his father about natural history and horticultural subjects. By the time 
Kennicott was eighteen he had explored a large section of northern Illinois 
and had made a large collection of natural history material. His observa­ 
tions on the quadrupeds and birds of the region attracted the interest of 
Dr. J. E. Kirtland, a Cleveland naturalist and a friend of Dr. John 
Kennicott. In 1852-53 Robert studied with Kirtland in Cleveland. Kirtland 
advised him to begin corresponding with Spencer Baird of the Smithsonian 
Institution and to send him papers on natural history subjects. In 1853 
Robert sent Baird a paper on the results of experiments on the effects of 
rattlesnake venom on animals. The paper was subsequently published in the 
"Smithsonian Reports."

In 1854 Robert went to Racine, Wisconsin, to study ornithology with Dr. P. R. 
Hoy, the leading amateur ornithologist in that region of Wisconsin. In
1855 Kennicott conducted a natural history survey of southern Illinois for 
the State Agricultural Society and the Illinois and Central Railroad. Some 
of his earliest papers described material collected during this survey. In
1856 Kennicott went back to Chicago and started attending lectures on 
medicine. At the same time he joined with others to found the Chicago 
Academy of Sciences. Midway through the year Kennicott became sick and was

(Continued)
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This is because of Downing and Davis 1 interest in the board and batten 
exterior during the years around 1850. It may be that the design, or 
concept, at least, came from one of Downing's pattern books. It is also a 
strong possibility that Downing actually was involved in the design of the 
original structure in view of his personal relationship with Dr. John 
Kennicott. The main block of the house seems a bit boxey and over-scaled, 
however, for a genuine Davis-Downing design. The relation of dormer to 
roof, batten size, and mass seems more akin to the 1850's in the south 
wing and interior wing. Again, a detailed historical study and interior 
probing inspection could probably answer these questions.
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forced to return to his home in Northfield. By 1857 he had recovered and, 
when Northwestern University asked him to make a collection of botanical 
and zoological material to establish a museum of natural history at the 
university, Kennicott accepted. Kennicott next spent the winter of 1857- 
58 at the Smithsonian Institution classifying and describing the material 
he collected for Northwestern. The following summer he again collected 
in the field and again spent the winter in Washington. This time his 
material went to the University of Michigan.

In 1859 Kennicott, supported by the Smithsonian and the Audubon Club of 
Chicago, made his first trip to northern Manitoba and western Ontario. This 
expedition lasted three years and Kennicott collected a very large amount 
of material. In 1862 he returned to the Smithsonian and spent the winter 
studying the collections. In that Chicago residents had helped finance 
the expedition, the Chicago Academy of Sciences received a part of the 
collection. In 1864 Kennicott transfered the collection to Chicago and was 
appointed its curator and a trustee of the academy.

In 1865 the Western Union Telegraph Company decided to construct a line 
that would cross the Bering Strait thus linking North America with Russia 
and Europe. Kennicott, who had acquired experience in exploring in the 
North, was chosen to lead one of the parties that was to survey a possible 
route up the Yukon. In addition the party was to collect natural history 
data and explore for natural resources. In 1866 Kennicott began his 
exploration of Alaska and explored much of the Yukon River. In May 1866, 
while making triangulations at the small Russian village of Nulato, 
Kennicott suffered a heart attack. On May 13, 1866, he was found face down on 
the shore of the Yukon with his compass nearby and bearings to the local 
peaks traced in the sand. Kennicott was dead at the age of 30.

Robert Kennicott's name does not stand in the first rank of American 
scientists. Although he published numerous papers on natural history 
subjects, he made no original contributions to knowledge. He is remembered 
as having helped convince the American government to purchase Alaska and 
also as an explorer, but as a scientist he was not a nationally 
significant figure. Robert Kennicott's significance in the history of 
science in America is twofold. First, his scientific activities 
illustrate an important aspect of scientific activity in the United States 
during the first half of the 19th century, and, second, as a founder of 
the Chicago Academy of Sciences Kennicott contributions document the 
manner in which scientific institutions and methods were carried to the 
Midwest.
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During the first half of the 19th century the principal concern of American 
science was the study of natural history. From Jefferson's Lewis and Clark 
expedition through the Wilkes expedition to the great railroad surveys and 
the State geological surveys, the major interest of American science 
focused on collecting, identifying, and describing the natural phenomena 
of the North American continent.1 To accomplish this objective botanists, 
zoologists, ornithologists, geologists, paleontologists, and their 
colleagues accompanied the various expeditions making collections which 
they described after returning to the East. At the same time amateur 
naturalists, usually doctors or men of means, who lived in the frontier 
territories also studied natural history in their regions. Adopting the 
methodologies of their eastern peers they spread out making collections of 
flora and fauna and recording strata and uplifts. They dutifully sent east 
the data they gathered to institutions such as the Smithsonian. In his 
collecting activities in Illinois Robert Kennicott illustrates this type of 
scientific activity. He did not attend a prominent eastern college or 
university and was largely self taught, nor did he travel to Europe as did 
his prominent Eastern peers. But after learning methodology at the 
Smithsonian he explored in the old Northwest, Canada, and Alaska and sent 
his collections to the Smithsonian. Kennicott, and an unknown number of 
naturalists like him, helped fill in the natural history details of 
frontier America and thus contributed to science in America during the 
mid-19th century.

When Dr. John Kennicott moved to the Chicago area in 1836 or 1837, there 
were no scientific institutions. His home at todays Kennicott Grove became 
a center for the concerns of science. His son Robert grew up to become 
"Chicago's First Naturalist." 2 When in 1856 Robert Kennicott and like 
minded Chicago citizens established the Chicago Academy of Sciences, their 
act represented the establishment in the Midwest of an institution that 
could trace its intellectual ancestory to the Philadelphia Philosophical 
Society or the Boston Academy of Arts and Sciences. As the institution 
grew it together with the young colleges in the area began disseminating 
scientific knowledge in the region, thus, first, joining the Midwest to 
the mainstream of American culture, and, second, helping to transform the

see George H. Daniels, American Science in the Age of Jackson, (New York, 
1968).

2W. J. Beecher, "Chicago's First Naturalist," Field Museum Bulletin, as 
contained in Open Land Project, "A Proposal for Intergovernmental and 
Citizen Group Agreement for Acquisition, Development, and Maintenance of 
the Grove," (Chicago, 1974).
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region from frontier to an area of civilization and culture. Although
Robert Kennicott was not an outstanding scientist, he and the house he
occupied illustrate how science was pursued in the Midwest during the mid-1800's
and how scientific institutions were established. He, thus, illustrates an
important element in the total picture of the history of science in
America.
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James A. James, The First Scientific Exploration of Russian America and the 
Purchase of Alaska, (Chicago, 1942).

James A. James, "Robert Kennicott," Journal of the Illinois State 
H Historical Society, July 1913.

George H. Daniels, American Science in the Age of Jackson, (New York, 1968), 

"Robert Kennicott," Dictionary of American Biography, 10, (New York, 1933).

v^


