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E
lgin grew steadily in the latter half  of  the 19th century, 
with booming businesses and some families becoming 
wealthy. William Norton, owner of  Reid & Norton 
flour and feed company at 9 S. State St. in Elgin, 

headed one such family. 

William chose W.W. Abell, a prominent Elgin architect, to design 
his home at 870 West Highland Avenue in 1902. The home cost 
$4,000. Shortly after, William, wife Emma Reid Norton, son 
Donald and daughter Ruth moved in. 

Abell designed some of  the most beautiful homes in Elgin. They 
include 770 W. Highland Ave., which is also on the tour this year. 

Donald worked in the family business. Ruth attended Beloit 
College in Wisconsin and became a teacher.

Homeowner:
James & Andrea orcutt 

870 
West Highland 

Avenue
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William was well-
connected in Elgin 
business circles and 
co-owned farm property. 
Eventually, he retired and 
sold his business to Elgin 
Flour and Feed Co. The 
senior Nortons moved to 
68 S. Jackson St. in Elgin. 
William died in 1931.

George and Elizabeth 
Walter lived in the house 
with their three sons from 
1929 to 1932. The home 
next passed to Claude and 
Marian Healey, who lived 
there from 1935 to 1942. 
Claude worked for Fay 
Motor Sales. The couple had three daughters, 
all Elgin Academy students who later attended 
college. 

While families with children were the norm 
for residents of  this house, this wasn’t always 
the case. Robert and Margaret Williams 
and Edwin and Mary Lou Perry all lived 
at 870 W. Highland Ave. from 1943 until 
1958. It’s unclear whether they were co-
owners or one couple rented from the other, 
but finances were often tight during World 
War II. Robert worked for Illinois Bell, and 
Edwin was a salesman for Pabst Malt Co. and 
Rauschenberger Furniture.

The Page family lived in the house from 1960 to 1975. John Page 
was a lawyer who later became a judge in city court in Elgin, 
and still later a circuit court judge for the state of  Illinois. The 
family also included wife Shirley, three daughters and a son. Two 
daughters grew up to teach in Elgin public schools. 

From 1976 to 1989, the Ostdick family lived at 870 W. Highland 
Ave. Bruce Ostdick was a telephone company employee, and wife 
Florence, a teacher for School District U-46. They raised three 
children in the house.

In 1991, a trio of  single friends bought the house together. The 
Gifford Park Association nicknamed them the “Golden Girls.” 
Kathryn Schuett was a nurse at Hines Veterans Administration 
Hospital; Gloria Wright, a Lightnin Mixers employee; and 

870 West Highland Avenue
Marilyn Dorsey, a Whitlock 
Corp. accounts payable 
manager. They all loved the 
house and lived in it until 
1997. Another set of  owners 
then moved in and out.

Jim and Andrea Orcutt 
bought 870 W. Highland 
Ave. in January 2014. Before 
moving to this house, they 
spent 30 years in older homes 
in Evanston raising their 
family. They really liked 
this home’s open layout and 
square halls. Elgin appealed 
to them because it’s about 
halfway between their adult 
children and grandchildren in 

St. Charles and Algonquin.

Jim likes living in Elgin because it’s “not a 
suburb, but a city with a long and interesting 
history.” They often eat at Al’s Café, and 
enjoy the Fox River and using the “great 
library,” says Andrea.

The Orcutts are retired. Andrea, originally 
from the Milwaukee area, was a librarian and 
a liberal theologian, and has written a book 
about global warming. Jim grew up in Fort 
Wayne, Ind., and spent more than 50 years in 
software development. 

Andrea, an abstract artist, has created the 
paintings in the house. The couple have 

painted their home’s interior and exterior, and refinished the floors 
upstairs. They’ve landscaped extensively, including moving a tree 
from the back to the front and taking out bushes to re-expose the 
home’s Romanesque-style foundation. 

Now they plan to “just enjoy the house,” says Andrea. One way 
they do that is by having the family over for brunch on most 
Sundays. 

Jim sums up his feelings about 870 W. Highland Ave. by saying, 
“The house is perfect for us, and we hope to keep it in the family.” 
Andrea says, “We enjoy this house more than any other house we 
have lived in.” 
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870 West Highland Avenue

aS ParT of THE Victorian house 
era, the Shingle Style reigned from 
around 1880 through 1910. The style 
has five principal subtypes, including 
the hipped roof with cross gables, 
side-gabled roof, front gabled roof, 
cross-gabled roof and gambrel roof. 
The latter makes up 25% of Shingle-
Style houses and is the subtype 
exhibited on this home. Unlike many 
of its predecessors, the Shingle Style 
stays away from complicated massing, 
emphasizing its asymmetrical shape 
and exterior uniformity within wall 

shingles. However, the style borrows 
many elements from preceding 
house styles, including wide porches, 
asymmetrical forms and shingled 
surfaces from the Queen Anne 
Style; its gambrel roof and Palladian 
windows from the Colonial Revival 
Style; and lastly, the sculpted shapes 
and Romanesque arches from the 
Richardsonian Romanesque Style.

Two key characteristics found on this 
home include the large gabled dormer 
with a recessed parade balcony; 

and the Palladianesque grouped, 
arched windows with a keystone. 
The balcony contains four spaced 
rectangular columns topped with three 
grouped brackets, and a gooseneck 
balustrade with decorative turned 
spindles. The first-floor porch is full-
width and contains square shingled 
and clapboard columns with paired 
brackets; a gooseneck balustrade with 
turned, decorative spindles; a shallow, 
arched box beam; and a pedimented 
porch roof over the stairs.

Architectural Notes
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