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ou probably know Elgin was
a dairy center in the 1800s. So much so
that Gail Borden, inventor of the con-
densed milk process and for whom the
city library is named, opened a plant
here. His name exists to this day in
supermarket dairy products. The house
at 258 Hamilton and its first owners.
George and Anna Schmidt, are part of
this story in a lesser known way.

The Elgin Cooperative Butter Tub Co.
was formed in 1886 following a strike at
another tub making factor)', and German
immigrant Caspar Schmidt was elected
president. The co-op won a lengthy
patent infringement lawsuit filed by the
rival firm. In 1892, it became a corpora-
tion: the Elgin Butter Tub Co. The fami-
ly business produced wooden butter tubs
called "Schmidtubs."

Caspar's son, George Schmidt, and his
wife, Anna, built 258 Hamilton in 1903.
In 1914, Caspar died and George
became company president. He held that
position until his death in 1938.

Elgin Butter Tub moved to State Street
at Highland Avenue, i which Upton Foods
later occupied until 2006). It eventually
moved to Raymond Street in Elgin for
better railroad access.

Anna Schmidt remained in the house
until 1948, when it was sold to Donald
and Lorna Magowan. Donald was a state
highway engineer. He died around 1966.
Daughter Marilyn Magowan worked as a
nurse at Sherman Hospital and shared
the home with her mother. They lived
there until 1994.

Present owners James Bern- and
Debbie Dietze are only the seventh in the
house's history. James, an elevator
mechanic, grew up in Chicago's Edison
Park neighborhood in a 1920s bungalow.
It was his lifelong aspiration to live in a
Victorian house.

When house hunting in 2003, they
came to Elgin for its large stock of
Victorian-era homes and found 258
Hamilton. The house needed some work.
One bit of restoration James accom-
plished was to find a spandrel, decorative
woodwork that spans interior pillars, in
the attic that was original to the house
and reassemble it.

Debbie, who works in Carsons home
department at Spring Hill Mall, loves the
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elegance of the house. She enjoys sitting
in the dining room and looking into the
living room to see the majestic staircase
and detailing of the radiator bench.

Architectural Information
This Queen Anne style home features

a central hipped roof with lower cross
gables. The floor plan is cruciform, but
the porches and relatively short cross
arms keep the overall footprint roughly
rectangular. There are bay windows,
sometimes cut away on the first floor,
while the second floor room remains
square cornered.

Rather than having the facade broken
up by ornamentation and the use of a
variety of materials, as is common in
Queen Anne style, walls are divided into
small sections by the cross shape. The
wall cladding is clapboard applied with a
very narrow exposure. There are no cor-
ner boards, so the windows and their cas-
ings become the main feature.

The gable ends are decorated with a
variety of cut shingles, plus elaborate

attic windows and casings. The attic win-
dows' detail is notable in that most of the
house's other windows are rather simply
designed.

The front porch was recently rebuilt by
James to resemble the original using old
pictures as a guide. It features Doric
columns and harp-shaped balusters. The
front steps give the house symmetry
despite the front door being on one side
of the building.

This home is a good example of how
the right color palette can bring out the
best in the architecture. Only a few
shades are used. Cream highlights the
windows, and touches of red accent
porch details.
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