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It’s uncommon for an older house to have been 
owned by only two families. This is the case at 126 
Cooper Avenue, built in 1940. For the next 54 years it 

belonged to the prominent Elgin merchant Joseph Spiess 
and his family.

Joseph started life in 1884 in Cissna Park, Illinois. Parents 
John and Rosa were German immigrants who moved to 
Elgin when Joseph was 3 years old. John owned a harness 
shop and Rosa was a laundress. At age 14, Joseph started 
work at the Illinois Watch Case Co. factory.

As a youth, Joseph began his life in retailing at 
Ackemann Bros. Department Store in downtown Elgin. 
He left Ackemann’s in 1907 to work at Carson, Pirie, 
Scott and Co. (now Carson’s) in Chicago for a year. He 
returned to Ackemann’s as advertising manager, and 
then general manager.

Joseph continued at Ackemann’s until Elgin’s Palm 
Sunday tornado on March 8, 1920, leveled the George 
M. Peck Department Store on South Grove Avenue. He 
gathered investors, purchased the Peck property, and in 
February 1921 opened the Joseph Spiess Company Store 
at 38-40 South Grove. The full-service department store 
did well and was enlarged upward and outward. 

Mr. Spiess was continually modernizing the store, adding 
features such as parking, a restaurant, a barber shop 
and beauty parlor. Remodeling and growth continued 
through the 1970s, and in 1976 the first branch of Spiess 
opened at Crystal Point Mall in Crystal Lake. Several 
more suburban branches followed.

By the 1980s people began shopping more often at malls. 
The Spiess store on Grove Avenue closed in 1984 as the 
company opened its doors at the new Spring Hill Mall in 
East Dundee. The branches lasted with declining sales 
until 1995, when the Crystal Lake store was the last to 
close.

Joseph married Elginite Edna Lagerstrom in 1919 at First 
Congregational Church of Elgin, to which they belonged 
until their deaths. Joseph died in 1964 and Edna in 
1994. Mr. Spiess served on the Elgin National Bank 
board of directors and on the Sherman Hospital board 
of governors, among other charitable activities. Mrs. 
Spiess was active in the couple’s church and the Sherman 
Hospital Auxiliary

Second owners Bruce and Murna Hansemann bought 
their home from the estate of Edna Spiess, and would 
“like to grow old” in it, “Lord willing,” says Murna. The 

Hansemanns saw an obituary for Mrs. Spiess and asked a 
Realtor in their church if they could see the house. They 
put in a bid, and it was theirs.

They closed in January 1995, and after a “face lift” for 
their new home, moved into it in October that year. Work 
included repainting and wallpapering, plus remodeling 
the kitchen. The Hansemanns also had the yard 
landscaped by neighbor Laura Anderson, whose house at 
940 Douglas Avenue is also on the tour this year.

Neither Bruce nor Murna, both native Minnesotans, 
grew up in an old house. Murna grew up in Fosston, in 
northwestern Minnesota. Bruce grew up in St. Louis 
Park, near Minneapolis. As a young man, his interest 
in aviation led him to take flying lessons in secret while 
he was supposed to be selling for his father’s rubber 
importing business.

Murna and Bruce met as students at the University of 
Minnesota, where Murna studied Home Economics. She 
also played bassoon and oboe in the University Concert 
Band. She studied piano as a child and grew up in a 
musical family – an interest that continues to this day. 
They married shortly after graduation.

After graduation, Bruce was hired by United Airlines and 
the company trained him as an airline pilot. He was with 
United for his entire career and is now retired. Murna, 
now also retired, became a Family and Consumer Science 
teacher for District U-46, teaching at Larkin, Elgin and 
Streamwood high schools for 32 years. Among other 
honors, she was named Illinois Teacher of the Year for 
Home Economics in 1987. The couple has two children 
and eight grandchildren.

Murna says Elgin has “been a great city to live in,” 
and the couple is active in many social and charitable 
organizations, including the Salvation Army, Fox Valley 

Arts Hall of Fame, Elgin Symphony Orchestra and 
Altrusa International. They often host fundraisers at their 
home, for which Murna often plays the piano. She has 
also used the house as a studio to record CDs, on which 
she also plays the piano.

Among the Hansemanns’ favorite features of their home 
are the living room (“well used,” says Murna), the clothes 
chutes, the front foyer and the library.

Architectural Notes

Classical Revival Style is characterized by a 
prominent front porch that is the full height of the 
building. In residences, this usually means a two- or 
three-story building. The porch roof is supported 
on columns inspired by classical designs. The roofs 
were often topped by a balustrade, as this house 
once had. Neoclassical buildings typically use a 
symmetrical arrangement of windows. The front 
entry is placed in the center of the building and is 
often surrounded by elaborate decorative trim, side 
windows and other embellishments. 

Elgin-based architect Elmer Gylleck, whose career 
spanned from 1920 to the 1980s, designed this 
building. While most noted on a national level for 
his stock plans of small homes that appeared in 
Associated Press newspapers and the periodical 
Homes of Distinction, he also designed mid- to 
large-sized residences. The house at 935 Douglas 
Avenue, diagonally across the street, is another 
example of his work. In the local area, his non-
residential work includes Larsen Middle School. 

Gylleck often added a unique touch to his designs. 
In this case, he took the unusual step of using 
dolomite limestone blocks for the wall cladding. 
The blocks are irregular in size and cover the 
entire façade, instead of merely being used for 
foundations, column bases, windowsills or the 
lintels above doors and windows.
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