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B
ought in 1968 as a self-described “handyman’s 
special” by Marilyn and Richard Burge, 871 West 
Highland Avenue is now anything but a fixer-upper. 
2018 will mark 50 years with the home in the Burge 

family name, with Marilyn carrying on Richard’s legacy in the 
six years since his passing. Built in 1892, this home was originally 
owned by Albert Dohle. Since 1900, however, two families have 
lived in the home, for a combined 104 out of  117 years.  

Over the years, Marilyn and Richard collected many stories 
about their old home. They learned that Dohle purchased the 
lot, eventually selling it to Charles and Ida Mills for $1,400 
after building a house on the land. Charles was an agent for the 
American Express office at 10 E. Chicago St. The Mills family 
then sold the home to William and Emma Norton. Two years 
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before leaving to start a family.

For the Burge family, it was not just 
the house itself, but also the draw 
of  the neighborhood that led them 
to purchase 871 W. Highland Ave.  
The family loved to go swimming 
at the Wing Park pool.  Once her 
children were a little older, Marilyn 
would let them ride their bicycles 
around the block.  Because there 
were fewer homes than there 
are today, she could see them 
ride around the block, tracking 
their progress as she saw them in 
between each house.

During the 49 years she has lived 
in the house, there have been a 
number of  changes. The Burges 
removed the back stairway and 
used the space for a first-floor 
bathroom.  They also enclosed a 
tiny side porch to make an office 
for Richard just off the parlor.  
One by one, the rooms were 
redone, including the third-floor 
attic.  Despite the attic’s steeply 
pitched walls, it is a wonderful 
space; it once served as a playroom 
for the kids, but it’s now the master 
bedroom.

Marilyn and Richard’s home was first featured 
on the 1997 Historic Elgin House Tour. Since 
then, for nearly 19 years, Marilyn has been 
a docent on other Gifford Park Association 
tours.  She says it does not feel like 871 W. 
Highland Ave. has been her home for 50 years 
because all the wonderful memories have 
made time seem to pass quickly. After the first 
tour in 1997, Marilyn noted that Richard 
turned to her and said, “I would do that 
again.”  Now, in 2017, the Burge house is on 
the tour again. This one is for Richard.

871 West Highland Avenue
later, the Nortons sold the home to 
Mary, Marlon and Laura Murphy. 
These three women lived in the 
home for just one year before selling 
to the Owens family. 

The Owens family lived at 871 
W. Highland Ave. from 1907 to 
1962, spanning 55 years.  John H. 
and Jennie F. Owens raised three 
children in the home.  Over those 
years, John climbed the ranks at the 
Western United Gas and Electric 
Company before retiring in the 
1940s. One of  John and Jennie’s 
children, Edith, went on to teach 
at Washington Elementary School 
before moving to Hammond, Ind., 
to continue her career.

The Owenses sold the home in 
1962 to Arthur Nehls.  In 1966, 
Dorothy Hesse purchased the home 
at auction and rented it to Tom and 
Jane Belton. Dorothy Hesse was 
a grandchild of  the Wing family, 
and rented out 871 W. Highland 
while residing in the Wing Mansion 
during those years. When the Belton 
family purchased their own home 
on Worth Avenue, Dorothy sold the 
home to the Burge family in 1968.

At that time, the Burge family, which included 
Marilyn, Richard, and their 1-year-old son, 
excitedly moved from 270 Villa St. after 
purchasing 871 W. Highland Ave.   At that 
time, Richard was a chaplain intern assistant 
at the Elgin State Hospital, now known as 
Elgin Mental Health Center.  For Marilyn, it 
was Grant Elementary School that initially 
drew her to Elgin. Growing up in Downers 
Grove, Marilyn started teaching in Marengo 
before getting the job at Grant Elementary.  It 
was while teaching at Grant that Marilyn met 
Richard.  She continued teaching for two years 
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871 West Highland Aveue

871 w. HigHland Avenue is a 
Queen Anne-Style home under the 
Free Classic subtype. The Free Classic 
subtype became popular after the 
1890s and makes up about 35% of 
the style. Some characteristics of 
this style include the incorporation of 
classical columns at the front porch, 
cornice-line dentils and Palladian 
windows.

One of most prominent features of this 
home is its corner tower. Towers are a 

commonly found Queen Anne feature 
and may be either round, square or 
polygonal in massing. The tower is 
clad with patterned shingles topped 
with an ornate curved frieze and 
brackets. The curved roof that caps 
the tower is most fittingly referred to 
as a “witch’s cap.” 

The door and window surrounds are 
fairly simple, which gives the tower 
more prominence. The windows are 
found to have single-light sashes, 

with the exception of the geometric 
stained-glass window found on the 
second floor of the primary elevation. 

Additional adornment includes the 
spoke-wheel gable ornament found 
at the house’s primary façade that is 
painted in colors complementary to 
the home.

Architectural Notes
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