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This information was furnished by John F. Ellis III, now 86 years of age, who was born in 
Freeport, Illinois on January 19, 1882, the son of John Ellis Jr. and Susan Schneider Ellis. 
 
 John Ellis Sr. and his family came to Freeport from Czechoslovakia in 1853 when John 
Ellis Jr. was 3 years of age.  Senior was employed as a supervisor in Coltman brickyard which 
was located near the end of what is now Brick Street.  He helped produce the bricks which were 
used in the construction of the Brewster House, the famous hostelry in which Lincoln stayed at 
the time of the Lincoln-Douglas debate in 1858.  It is recorded that Jon Ellis Jr., then eight years 
of age, sold apples for 5 cents each to persons attending the debate.  The home built by John Ellis 
Senior for his family is located at 440 North West Avenue in Freeport.  It is still in good 
condition and is presently occupied by the Dana Deitz family.  After the death of John Ellis, 
Senior the home was successively owned and occupied by the Oettinger and then the Madden 
families. 
            John Ellis JR. learned the trade of wheelwright and blacksmith from Joseph Gibler and 
later established his own shop in partnership with Henry Davis on East Exchange Street in the 
City of Freeport.  He built a large brick home at what is now the southwest corner of the 
intersection of West Galena Avenue and North West Avenue.  The home is no longer standing, 
the neighborhood having become largely commercial when State Route 26 was extended straight 
north to Cedarville.  Following the deaths of John Ellis, Jr. and his wife, Susan, in 1917 the home 
was occupied for a time by the George Smith family and later sold to Albert Barned who in turn 
sold it to an oil company for a service station location.  
 
            John Ellis, Jr., an ardent hunter and outdoorsman, became interested in boating at a time 
when the Pecatonica River was still a clean, clear stream and navigation in the vicinity of 
Freeport was good especially above the power dam which gave the river breath and depth from 
the dam upstream to the vicinity of the old Cedarville bridge and beyond.  He constructed his 
first boat about 1884 and named it the “John F.” in honor of his oldest son, John F. Ellis. Though 
this first craft was a small open affair with an upright steam engine, capable of seating about six 
people. 
 
          Success in this first venture soon led to bigger things.  Boating was becoming increasingly 
popular and there was a considerable demand by various clubs and social groups for river 
outings and picnics.  John Ellis Jr. responded in about 1887 with the construction of a boat about 
28 feet long which he named for his good friend, J. B. Taylor, who furnished the name pennant, 
bunting and ensign for the new craft.  The J. B. Taylor, like the John F., it was powered by a one-
cylinder upright steam engine.  Larger than the John F., it was a covered craft capable of seating 
about 20 or 21 people.  About the time this craft was completed Ellis established a large 
boathouse on the south bank of the Pecatonica just upstream from the Cedarville Bridge.  It stood 
on pilings and afforded cover for the boat, which was floated into the structure when not in use.  
There was a large landing dock adjacent to the boathouse.  Due to a certain amount of silting it 
was necessary to dredge out the riverbed under the boathouse nearly every year.  


