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Sometimes potential homeowners happen upon the 
right house at the right time. For George Nootens 
and Rich Gipp, this happened at 514 Douglas 

Avenue two years ago.

The men bought their home in a short sale in 2011, 
falling in love with the home’s character, location and 
street appeal. Their move from a trailer court elsewhere 
in Elgin meant there would be room for the many 
antiques they previously had in storage.

Rich and George closed on the house and moved in on 
Halloween weekend, encountering a deluge of more 
than 400 trick-or-treaters the second day at their new 
address. They patronize downtown Elgin restaurants and 
shops regularly.

Both men are retired and are antique dealers. They have 
two booths in Elgin Antiques and Uniques, the antique 

shop at 207 E. Chicago Ave. in Elgin. They appreciate 
the more affordable prices for antiques compared to 
those in the surrounding area. Rich has also been in the 
mosquito abatement business but has retired from it, 
and he owned a LubePro franchise at one time. George 
owned antique shops in Kankakee and Oregon, Ill., and 
in Clinton, Iowa.

“It was easy to furnish 10-plus rooms from the vast supply 
of great period pieces we encounter,” says George. 
Their familiarity with antiques meant they had great 
appreciation for their new Italianate-Style home --as well 
as the appropriate furniture with which to furnish it. 

Old houses, as well as their charms and quirks, were 
familiar to both. Rich lived in a brick Italianate house 
in Belvidere until he was 12 years old. He was familiar 
with Elgin as a child because his grandfather used to 

514 Douglas Street

Rich and George love their home’s lighting. It has 
Victorian-era chandeliers on the first floor, which were 
all appraised as being Sears, Roebuck gas/electric from 
1895. They electrified one chandelier, and replaced 
a 1930s-era lamp in the first-floor hall with an Ikea 
chandelier they feel fits in well. Rich also appreciates 
the beveled-glass windows, the built-in fixtures and the 
pocket doors

Architectural Notes

This home is designed in the Italianate Style. 
First appearing in the 1830s, the style was quite 
popular in the United States until the 1880s, when 
Queen Anne designs became fashionable. The 
distinguishing features evident in this house are  
the double front doors, and the symmetrical 
placement of one-over-one windows around 
the entire house. The storm windows use a 
complementary two-by-two pattern of windowpanes. 
Also indicative of the style are the brackets under 
the porch roof and on the south elevation’s bay 
window. The reconstructed front porch contains a 
number of decorative details. In addition, note the 
low-pitched, hipped roofs and wide overhanging 
eaves. On top of the main roof and above both bay 
windows is a distinctive iron cresting. While the 
decorative wrought-iron fence around the front 
yard is a mid-1900s version of what many Italianate 
homes had, it is eye-catching and adds to the curb 
appeal of the house stature. The porch’s columns 
offer a nice contrast to the horizontal siding.  
A simple two-color paint scheme brings out the  
trim details of the house When originally 
constructed, the house to the east was nearly 
identical to this one. Note how the wide-exposure 
aluminum siding, applied in a later remodeling, 
creates different shadow lines from the narrow-
exposure clapboard siding used on this house.
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commute to work on the interurban trolley daily from 
Belvidere to Elgin. He gradually came around to being 
interested in old houses as an adult.

George and was born in Chicago in a 1900 Queen 
Anne-Style two-flat, and lived in Medinah in a Victorian-
era house. He also lived in an 1865 stone cottage in 
downstate Kankakee. He has always loved old houses. 

Chris Lay, the first owner of 514 Douglas, was a German 
immigrant who owned a saloon and building on Douglas 
Avenue between what are now Chicago and Highland 
streets. Address numbers changed over the years, but 
Lay’s name is visible on the two-story Italianate building 
at 18-20 Douglas Ave. that now houses Shockey Jewelers 
and a branch of the Edward Jones investment company.

Lay bought his lot from Grote and Waldron, real estate 
dealers who owned several lots in the block, capitalizing 
on the 1870s-1880s development of Douglas Avenue 
north of Kimball Street. The property changed hands 
and was subdivided several times during those years. Lay 
bought the land for what is now 514 Douglas in 1882, 
and the 1884 Elgin City Directory lists Chris Lay and his 
wife, Katharina, as the owners of 316 Douglas Ave., its 
first residents. Addresses on Douglas were realigned in 
1894, and 316 became 514.

Katharina died in 1898 and Chris remarried a woman 
named Minna. He lived at 514 until his death in around 
1932, and Minna remained until her death in 1949. 
There were no children from either marriage, so the 
house left the Lay family after 67 years.

Other long-term residents of the house include Chris 
and Sotiria Condos, owners of Elgin Sandwich Shop, 
from 1948 to 1970. Construction worker James Orton 
and his wife Julia, a nurse, owned 514 from 1976 to 1994. 
William Barnes bought the house in 1997 and restored 
the exterior with help from a city grant program. In 2001 
Barnes received a Mayor’s Award for the restoration. Rich 
and George bought their home from the next owners, 
Jeff and Lena Edstrom, a young couple who lived at 514 
about six years.

George and Rich have continued maintaining and 
improving their home. They added a second-floor 
bathroom, remodeled the first-floor bathroom, painted 
the house and the coach house, stripped and refinished 
floors, restained the front stairway and added some 
landscaping. They also painted the front stairwell two 
colors and added a wallpaper border. Under the old 
wallpaper they took down, they found the signatures 
of a German man and a Polish man written in pencil 
and dated 1937. In the future, they plan to renovate the 
inside of the coach house.


