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INTRODUCTION
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The year of 1939 was a year of celebration on the streets of Cole Camp. It was the city's centennial year. Businesses were filled with shoppers eager to put the memories of The Great Depression behind them while trying to put the fears of a coming war out of their minds. Little did they know that before the winter snows would fall, war - World War II - would be a reality.

But, it was a magical time in Cole Camp, the move of the city's business district to its current location had proved successful. Downtown building had flourished since the turn of the century, and merchants were now reaping the rewards. The population was on the rise, and a new school had just been built down the street from the business district.

Come back as we step back in time, not only to the centennial year of 1939, but beyond that to get a glimpse of some of the factors that influenced the growth of Cole Camp.

THE EARLY YEARS
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HOW IT ALL BEGAN

A lone horseman can be seen in the distance, galloping to share his news with fellow wagon travelers.

The year is 1839, in the spring of the year. A small caravan consisting of two covered wagons pulled by teams of oxen has been wandering the old Boonville-Springfield Road, heading west through places where the road was little more than a dim trail, muddy from the spring rains and surrounded on both sides by heavy timber and underbrush.

When they suddenly came out of the dense foliage into a vast prairie land of rich, fertile soil and rolling grassland, the leader, riding on horseback, called the caravan's possession to a halt. He wanted to ride ahead and into the distance to explore the land that lay before the weary travelers.

At the edge of the plain, ran a sparkling blue stream bubbling its way around a bend as it winded its way to the south. Further south, he came upon rolling hills with lush vegetation - mature trees of various varieties. Wild game fed on berries and vines as he rode by. As far as the eye could see, pleasant surroundings invited him to explore further.

Could this be the land the travelers had hoped to find? Riding for some time, and then circling back after being fully convinced the search was over, the man set off at full gallop to address his fellow travelers. He reached them in the late afternoon, excited to share his news.

"We have found our new home! There is good land, plenty of water, and wild game in abundance. The journey is over! Here we will build our homes!"

That's how it all began on that spring afternoon of 1839. From that day, Dr. Hosea Powers knew that at long last, he'd found a home in an area that would soon evolve into a tiny little village soon to be known as Cole Camp.

Powers surveyed lots and plotted streets. He was an educated man, knowledgeable in engineering as well as law. In 1884, with the death of State Senator Benjamin P. Majors, Dr. Hosea Powers of Cole Camp was elected to fill the vacancy.
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EZEKIEL WILLIAMS COMES TO TOWN
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We've already seen the arrival of Dr. Hosea Powers and his band of travelers in 1839, as they surveyed and staked their claim to land that would become part of Cole Camp. But, they weren't the first to settle in the surrounding area.

About nine years earlier, in 1830, Ezekiel Williams came across land near what would many years later become the Forney School and liked what he saw. He brought with him a handful of other settlers, who would stake their claims in the creek area and lowlands about 3 miles southwest of Powers' settlement.

Williams, originally of Kentucky, had been a follower of the Lewis and Clark Expedition of the Louisiana Territory, being himself assigned to an area in what would become Northeastern Missouri. His work travels brought him into what would later become Benton County. Others settling near him were a man named Ross, who staked his claim to land at the mouth of a stream that would become known appropriately as Ross Creek, and Oliver L.G. Brown settled nearby along the creek. In February of the following year, 1831, Mannen Duren built his log cabin home on a nearby creek that would become known as Durren's Creek.

But Williams became aware of Powers and the settlers around him through his travels. He liked the area they'd chosen and saw the possibilities of a town there. After the development of Benton County and the first county court, Williams was granted the distinction of being named the first postmaster of his settlement which, from that day of February 26, 1839, was designated as Cole Camp.

Settlers began arriving with more frequency, from as far away as Germany and Bohemia, to claim this area as their home. The growth brought with it the need for more supplies and items of trade. V.G. Kemper was one of the first to see the potential and seize the opportunity by opening a general store he built near Dr. Powers' residence in 1846. 

Kemper's business, being a success, brought others to join him in serving the settlement's needs. Septimus Martin opened a store, soon to be followed by the Blakey Brothers with a store of their own. The successes of these businesses, coupled with the growing number of settlers who located around them caused Ezekiel Williams to move his post office designated Cole Camp, Missouri into the midst of the little settlement.

There you see how the area we now know as Cole Camp developed into a thriving community that continued its growth for 100 years and beyond. Dr. Powers, Ezekiel Williams, V.G. Kemper, Septimus Martin, the Blakey Brothers, and those who followed had a vision that wouldn't be stopped - nor has it yet been.
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BLAKEYTOWN OF MEADOW COUNTY

When we're asked where we're from, it's without a thought that we give our answer. We're from Cole Camp of Benton County. But at one point, we were nearly named something very different on both counts.

Many stories still exist about the supposed origin of the town's name. However, it's most likely that Ezekiel Williams brought the name Cole Camp with him in remembrance of a town in Kentucky located near his early years' home. Although some older citizens can still remember hearing the legends of Lick Skillet and later of Blakey Town.

Blakey Town could easily be justified, as the two Brothers Blakey were among the earliest proprietors of businesses of the early settlement. Their enterprise was a large two-story brick general store located in the "Old Town" area near the street still named in their memory. Their business was carried on through the later years by a grandson, Albert Blakey, as late as 1882. The building met its untimely end with a heavy wind storm that destroyed it in the early 1890s.

The original business district, now referred to as "Old Town" or "Klabbertown", was located southwest of the current-day business district. The only commercial building still standing today is the old Fajen Store on Butterfield Trail Road, But, that block once contained other stores. Beside the Fajen Store stood the first location of the Louis Grother Drug Store, the hardware store of Claus Junge, and a general store run by Louis Schroeder.

Louis Feldman operated a general store nearby. Also, a log cabin saloon was operated by Louis Damm. As might be expected, saloons were big in the day, with John Smazal in that business as well. W.R.D Maby operated some general store in that neighborhood. Just east of the Fajen/Grother stores was the location of the John Staddtherr Blacksmith Shop. Henry Eickhoff, who ran a furniture-making business, also occupied part of that building. But, not to be left out of the saloon craze of the day, Louis Meyer was also a tenant, with a saloon of his own.

The "Old Town" area also boasted a tailor by the name of Adams; a bakery, the barber shop of Henry Postel, and a two-story hotel that Confederate soldiers burned during the Civil War. A town square was designated on the spot where the town's water tower would later be built in 1911. That structure has since been demolished and relocated to the town's northeast corner.

In the early days, the square was a popular place for meetings and picnics. Plans had been made to build a courthouse soon after the Civil War. Travel being slow and difficult, the thought was that Warsaw was too far to travel to transact county business. The name of Meadow County was proposed for the new county of which Cole Camp would be the seat. But, when brought before the voters for approval, the plan was defeated, ending talk of Meadow County once and for all.

It was in February of 1835 that the newly established County of Benton was divided into four townships. "Old Town" was part of Williams Township, named after Ezekiel Williams. Levi Ordineal was the first Justice of the Peace and Thomas Moon was the first constable. One of the first acts of the Benton County Court was to grant a grocer's license to Ezekiel Williams.

There's never been much doubt as to the colorful nature of our town's evolution, but it's not commonly known these days that we very nearly were part of Meadow County and residents of Lick Skillet or Blakey Town.
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THE STORIES FROM WHICH LEGENDS ARE MADE

Legends and folklore surround the founding of almost every town across the country. Cole Camp is in no way an exception. From my early years, there was a story often told as to how our town got its name. For a young boy ready to be convinced of almost anything, this one was easily believed.

The story goes something like this. There seems to have been a family from around Cooper County who, while driving their cattle across the countryside, came upon the big overhanging rock that once guarded the gravel road just before the Old Balltown Bridge, before it was moved to its new home in Ezekiel Williams Park.

As it was becoming late in the day, and weather conditions were less than ideal, the family decided to spend the night camped out under the huge overhanging rock. Legend says that Cole and his family froze to death that night in a merciless blizzard. From then on, the town was
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