
ntique hunters know that on some days you can
come home with unexpected treasures. Susan
Tyler and Carlos Rivera had many such experi-
ences during their days wandering the Kane

County Flea Market. But one afternoon in 1996, while on
their way back home to Chicago, they came across the
largest antique ever to be added to their collection — the
house at 409 Douglas Ave.

One hundred years before Susan and Carlos arrived, work-
ers had just completed this gigantic home for John Jencks and
family. He was a partner in a firm that dealt with insurance,
real estate and home loans. Noted Elgin architect W. W. Abell
designed the structure, giving it a cachet that carries consider-
able weight even today. In 1919 the home became the rectory
for St. John’s Evangelical Lutheran Society. Weddings, chris-
tenings, funerals and wakes were all frequent events in the
home’s parlors.

In 1947 the house returned to a private residence that
was occupied by the Thies family for the next fifty years.
They divided it into two apartments, upper and lower liv-
ing quarters, to accommodate the extended family.

Susan and Carlos found the house remarkably intact, but
dated in terms of the mechanical systems, decorating, kitchen
and baths. Their work to revive this old gem began on the
inside. The narrow outdated galley kitchen was completely
remodeled and returned to the original ten-foot ceiling
height. The new kitchen retains Victorian styling with leaded
glass doors, red oak cabinets with trimmed corbels and crown
molding. The upstairs bathroom utilizes dead space created
when the interior back stairs were removed when the house
was divided. Although every room has been decorated, the
punch list continues to evolve. The latest project is restoration
of the entry hall staircase.

In May 2000, neighborhood volunteers worked together
to remove the exterior siding in the “Great Unveiling,” an
annual event conducted much like a barn raising to get
buildings started towards being returned to their original
beauty. Underneath the thick, drab, asphalt siding applied
in the 1940s and 1970s to modernize the home and ease
maintenance, a rich combination of fish scales, clapboards
and decorative trim emerged. Replicas of the original
rosettes and dentils were painstakingly recreated from
outlines still visible on the surface. The arresting eight-
color palette scheme was designed by Susan to emphasize
the architectural details.

Tackling a house of this size may seem intimidating, but
Carlos has years of experience working in the remodeling
industry. He is now an independent contractor and will be
the first to tell you that anything is possible with time, an

imagination, a willingness to learn and do — plus a little
help from your friends.

Architectural Notes
Architect W. W. Abell worked in many Victorian-era

styles. In this house he chose a blend of Shingle and
Queen Anne elements. Both styles use an asymmetrical
arrangement of the façades, a variety of window sizes,
large porches, and prominent towers to give the building
visual interest. In its purest form, Shingle style differs
from Queen Anne in that the wall cladding is almost con-
tinuously made up of shingles, rather than being broken
up by a variety of materials, such as brick, stone, clap-
boards, corner boards, trim, etc. This makes a pure
Shingle-style structure one of the least-embellished among
Victorian-era buildings. For 409 Douglas, Abell used an
abundant amount of shingles, had them cut in a wide vari-
ety of patterns and placed them in the most prominent
locations. He then incorporated clapboards, corner boards
and horizontal bands of trim, bringing the overall style
more in line with Queen Anne than Shingle. Also, take
note of the distinctive copper ornament on top of the
tower; it was reproduced from an old photograph.
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Shingle/Queen Anne Style

409 Douglas Avenue

     


