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Elgin in the mid-1920s, like most of the nation, was 
riding the wave of economic prosperity, based in 
part on technological innovations and rising home 

ownership. Two of the hottest consumer products found 
in middle-class homes were the wrist watch and the 
automobile. The former fueled the local economy and 
filled the pockets of watch workers with wages from the 
Big Shop – the Elgin National Watch Co. Some of those 
wages were spent on automobiles, which were becoming 
better and better – and more affordable – with each new 
model year. 

Among the up-and-coming homeowners were Ralph 
Sherman Lord and his wife, Ruth. In April 1923, they 
began construction on a new home located in what the 
Elgin Daily News called “the exclusive upper Douglas 
Ave. district.” Capitalizing on the popularity of the 
automobile, Mr. Lord opened a Chevrolet dealership in 
1925. The Lords retained ownership of the house until 

1939. Three more sets of owners enjoyed the house 
before it was purchased in 1994 by Betsy and  
Joe Couture. 

The Coutures needed a little more room for their 
growing family, but Betsy had reservations about buying 
this particular house – she did not like the kitchen. 
However, looking beyond that (quite literally), she fell 
in love with the potting shed in the backyard, and so the 
deal was clinched. The Coutures compiled a long list of 
updates and improvements they wanted to make and 
began the process of turning 721 Douglas Avenue into 
“their” home. 

Tragically, Joe fell ill and passed away in August 2002. 
A loss like that would have ended the dream for many 
surviving spouses but Betsy persevered, raising an 
artisticly talented son, Brandon, finishing the home’s 
rehabilitation, and becoming one of Elgin’s most well-

known community activists. Today you can see the 
couple’s vision fulfilled in this warm and comfortable 
home. Betsy says that, “Everything that was done to the 
house were things that Joe and I talked about. There 
is a little bit of him in every spot of this house.” Betsy is 
quick to attribute the support of the “best neighborhood 
anywhere” in helping her and Brandon. The neighbors 
provided Brandon with a handful of “fathers,” plenty of 
playmates and a rich environment to grow up in. 

Betsy maybe Elgin’s best-known waitress. It is a profession 
from her younger days that she “temporarily” returned 
to during Joe’s illness. That was in 2001 at Paul’s 
family Restaurant. She is still there serving up meals, 
conversation and opinions to the daily stream of Elgin’s 
leading citizens. Betsy finds it to be a sweet irony that  
one of her boss’ relatives once owned the house she  
now lives in. 

Despite being a single working mom, Betsy has been a 
prominent community activist. She has served on many 
citywide and neighborhood committees, commissions 
and boards. Currently, she is a member of the board 
of directors for the Elgin Community Network. Betsy 
also serves on the Design Committee of the Downtown 
Neighborhood Association. Reflecting back to when 
she first moved to Elgin in 1978, she says Elgin’s 
transformation has been remarkable “There are so  
many great things going on here. We need to tell the 
world about it.” When asked what spurs this activism she 
says, “When you have a kid, it makes you want to make 
things better.” 

Architectural Notes

This home features many of the design elements 
commonly recognized as the Colonial Revival 
Style. The style was very popular among upper-
middle buyers during the 1920s. In modified 
form, Colonial-Revival Style homes are still being 
built today. From the street, the house appears 
to be rectangular, with simple roof lines and tall 
side gables. The prominent front entry is placed 
in the center of the building. The doorway is 
embellished by sidelight windows. On this house, 
a distinctive fan-like pattern of wood trim above 
the door is substituted for the commonly seen 
Palladian window. The front porch roof features 
a barrel-vaulted ceiling and classically inspired 
fluted columns. The home’s front windows are 
symmetrically placed, with the most important 
ones grouped in pairs. The upper window sashes 
consist of nine small panes, which are meant to be 
reminiscent of windows during America’s colonial 
period when it was not possible to produce large 
panes of glass. The lower sashes are a single pane 
creating what is known as a 9-over-1 window pattern. 
Decorative shutters are also used to evoke that 
earlier period in American history.

What is somewhat unusual with this house is the 
stucco wall cladding. Brick was more commonly 
used. The architect incorporated quoins into the 
design. Quoins are the large square blocks of stone 
which appear at the corners of a building. Quoins 
are often seen on very large masonry buildings. 
Here they are used to provide contrast to the stucco 
finish and give the building greater distinction.

As is many Colonial Revival-Style homes, there is a 
one story enclosed sun-room on the south side of 
the house. This was added in a 1935.

While the house may appear rectangular from 
the street it is actually slightly “L” shaped. The 
protruding leg in back is created by an extension to 
enlarge the kitchen and the second floor sleeping 
porch above it. The windows on the back of the 
house are less rigorously symmetrical in placement. 
Some are grouped in ribbons of three and four 
windows, and not all windows use the 9-over-1 
arrangement. 

One of the architectural treats of this house is the 
diminutive potting shed in the backyard. It was once 
the playhouse of the original owners’ children. 

721 Douglas Street 1923 Colonial Revival

Homeowner: Betsy Couture


