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1013 Douglas Avenue

A
fter about 10 years working as an insurance agent, 
31-year-old Ralph Frey opened his own agency. It was 
a daunting time to do so. In 1934, the world economy 
was still in the depths of the Great Depression. 

Conditions were even worse in Elgin, where many households 
depended on wages from the once-thriving, but then completely 
stalled, watch industry. However, Ralph managed to make a go 
of it. As he did, the Freys moved about town, residing in a series 
of homes on respectable middle-class streets such as Prospect, 
Prairie and Commonwealth. By 1950 Ralph and his wife, Thelma, 
were prosperous enough to build a new home in the upscale 1000 
block of Douglas Avenue. It was the culmination of a successful 
business career. 

Ralph retired in 1967 after nearly a half-century in the insurance 
business. He passed away 10 years later at the age of 73. With the 
help of their son, James, Thelma stayed in the home until about 
1990. The next owners, Mark and Andrea Demel, along with their 
three children, kept the house through 2015.

It was about this time that Rudy and Lillian Galfi had outgrown 
the idea of living in a single-family home. Having raised a family, 
they were ready to downsize and moved into the townhouse 
development opposite Festival Park. They expected to go on 
renting for the next several years and enjoy the leisure of having 
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someone else doing the maintenance. Those plans were about to 
change. 

The Galfis were familiar with the attractions of north Douglas 
Avenue and, when the Demels held a realtor’s open house, they 
stopped in. What were the Galfis’ first impressions of the house? 
It was a bit dated, but after all, the house was 65 years old and, 
as Lillian said, needed to be brought up to 2017. Rudy said the 
building was solid and “full of possibilities.” Having rehabbed a 
handful of prior homes, he could envision what was needed and 
what was worth leaving as is. Plus, there was the location, right in 
the middle of one of Elgin’s finest selections of distinguished older 
homes.

The house, which was built in 1950, fit comfortably into a block 
of Colonial Revival-Style homes from earlier decades. The style 
is a classic of American residential architecture. Beginning in the 
colonial period, this type of house has been built with various 
iterations ever since. The overall shape is based on a simple 
two-story box with side gables. Distinctive are the symmetrical 
placement of multi-pane windows and the centered front door. A 
visitor steps inside to a central hallway, with the dining room to 
one side and the living room to the other, and a staircase leading 
to the second floor. This basic arrangement has been used and 
re-interpreted for decades. The Revival-Style variation appeared 
in the first two decades of the 20th century. These were modern 
homes by the standards of the day, but looked to the colonial 
period for inspiration.  

After considerable thought the Galfis decided to 
update the kitchen and add a second bathroom. 
When remodeling the kitchen, they struck a 
balance between using the latest appliances and 
installing cabinets and a backsplash that would 
have been found in a 1920s upscale Colonial 
Revival-Style home. They also paid homage to 
the home’s 1950s origins through the selection 
of the kitchen table and other small touches. 
Throughout the house, they sought to maintain 
the design integrity with the choice of colors 
and use of space.  

Lillian and Rudy Galfi look forward to many 
enjoyable years in this home.
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architectural notes
1013 Douglas Avenue was built in the Colonial Revival Style 

which was the single most popular architectural style in the 

United States during the first half of the twentieth century. The 

home was constructed toward the end of the style’s popularity 

and includes many stylized elements such as the curved multi-

lite picture windows and its copper bell shaped stoop roof, that 

reflect a popular design for mid-century buildings. A couple of 

the home’s more prominent features include its gable dormers 

with multi-lite windows as well as its symmetrical façade. Other 

unique elements that can be found on this home, although not 

necessarily Colonial Revival features, include the raised brick, 

also known as quoining, found at the corners of the home and the 

exterior chimney found at the south elevation.
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