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1857 is the year that Adlake, the current name of Adams and Westlake, gives 
as itôs beginning. But it is more interesting than that. John McGregor Adams 
was born in 1834 in New Hampshire and lived in Maine and in Massachusetts. 
As a young man he 
went to New York 

City to make his fortune.  Eventually entering 
the office of Clark & Jessup, the firm dealt in 
iron and railroad supplies. As the rails moved 
west Adams was sent to Chicago in 1858 to 
manage the Chicago branch of what was then 
Jessup & Co. Another member of the firm was 
John Chippenwa Crerar, who later joined Adams 
in Chicago. In 1863 the two of them took over 
the Chicago office as the firm Crerar, Adams & 
Co.  

This was a time when the railroad business 
was exploding. Crerar, Adams & Co. dealt in 
railway supplies and manufacturers of locomo-
tive headlights and car, switch, signal and station 
lamps and lanterns and also imported iron for 
railroads.  In addition, Crerar and Adams were 
personally involved in the management of sever-
al railroad companies. Crerar is best known to-
day for his establishing the John Crerar Public 
Library now a part of the University of Chicago. 

The Union Brass Manufacturing Company 
was incorporated on March 26, 1869 by an act of 
the Illinois legislature. The incorporators were 
Lyman I. Todd, John Crerar, John McGregor 
Adams, and John Hall Dow. A plant was built at 
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the corner of Ohio and Franklin 
Streets; 103 to 109 Ohio Street, Chi-
cago, on land purchased from Cre-
rar, Adams & Co.  

The Indiana Historical Society Li-
brary has copies of the 1877, 1880 
and 1884 catalogs of Union Brass. 
The 1877 catalog characterized the 
company as manufactures of every 
variety of streetcar and omnibus 
trimmings. It did not offer any locks 
or doorknobs. In the 1880 catalog 
they were identified as brass & iron 
founders & machinists and manu-
factures of every variety of railway 
coach trimmings and fine house 
hardware. Several car door rim 

locks, saloon locks and latches were offered. The car door locks used keys to lock while the saloon locks 
used a slide to lock from the inside.  Note that the term saloon is used for those public rooms on a train. 
The 1884 catalog offered an even greater number of locks.  

William Westlake was born in Cornwall, England on July 23, 
1831. Due to family reverses he had to go to work, preventing him 
from receiving even a common-school education. But at an early age 
he was learning the blacksmith, clock making and tin smith arts. 
When he was sixteen, the family moved to the United States and set-
tled in Milwaukee. Two weeks after their arrival his father died and 
left William, with his mother, at the head of a family of six children. 
He took a variety of jobs to support the family. In 1857 employed by 
the La Crosse & Milwaukee railway as itsô tinsmith and coppersmith 

he began to demonstrate 
his talents as an inventor.  
According to his biog-
raphy in The National Cy-
clopaedia of American 
Biography, Volume II, 
1899, he ñmade several 
improvements and inven-
tions, some of which were 
adopted by the company. 
Among these were the 
Westlake ventilating car-
heater, which, by being 
attached underneath the 
car, did away with the risk 
of setting it on fire should 
an accident occur. No car 
has ever been set on fire 
by this heater, which 
leaves the fire on the track 
as soon as the car is 
struck. The railroad car-
duster was another of his 


