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The story of how Laura and Lee Anderson came to 
own this magnificent home has been told before 
but it is so good it bears repeating. Laura first 

visited the home during the 1985 Historic Elgin House 
Tour. The couple was living in West Dundee at the time. 
She kept an eye on this house while traveling back and 
forth to Elgin Academy, where her children were then 
enrolled as students. In 1991 she took a chance and 
knocked on the door to ask if the owner was interested 
in selling. As it turned out, he’d been there 25 years and 
was ready to move on; plus the house was ready for a 
refurbishing and a new start. 

After taking possession in April 1992, the Andersons 
began a six-month-long, intensive rehab of the home. 
Laura says 25 workers began their jobs immediately. 
The entire house, top to bottom, was cleaned, painted, 
polished, refinished, remodeled, restored, upgraded and 
rendered into superb condition. 

The couple put in new electrical wiring and plumbing, 
a completely new kitchen and a security system. They 

removed asphalt shingles from the south side of the 
house, replacing them with historically accurate clay 
tiles from Ludowici Roof Tile in Ohio. A SpacePak air 
conditioning system was installed. They re-glazed all 177 
windows. Each piece of the home’s brass hardware was 
removed, stripped, polished and put back into place. The 
Andersons added two more bathrooms, and put radiant-
heat floors in the kitchen and all of the bathrooms.

Laura also began a significant rehabilitation to the 
landscaping; turning it into one Elgin’s most lavish 
yards. The house sits on three city lots and Laura, whose 
business is called Gardens by Design, has used the yard 
for a spacious display of both perennial and annuals 
gardens. The yard was featured on this June’s AAUW-
sponsored garden walk. Laura’s advice and design talents 
can also be seen in the gardens of the Elgin Academy 
and several of her neighbors’ homes. 

The Andersons admired the proportions and 
spaciousness of 940 Douglas Avenue and knew its 

generous scale would suit their collection of Victorian-era 
antiques. Laura grew up in an old house in Webster City, 
Iowa, and had always loved vintage homes and  
furniture. As a young woman she sharpened her 
knowledge and discerning eye while working for an 
antique dealer in Chicago. Today, the house is a virtual 
museum of fine furniture. 

Lee, who was originally from Wisconsin and later  
Tulsa, Oklahoma, is the developer of FullCalc picture-
framing software, used in frame shops across the  
country. He was president of Elgin-based LeeWards, 
a craft-supply retailer no longer in business, and later 
owned Creative Expressions, a chain of craft stores in  
the Midwest. Lee and Laura met while they both worked 
at LeeWards. After a long and successful business career, 
Lee is now retired.

While their children graduated from Elgin Academy  
well over a decade ago, Laura remains a member of  
the school’s board of directors and a tireless promoter  
of the school. She has been involved in many projects  
on the school’s behalf. Included among her many 
notable efforts are 15 years’ service as the board’s 
development committee chairman, and 28 years on  
the marketing committee. 

The house itself was built in 1917 for Sol Eppenstein, 
who along with his brother, Max, and Thomas Duncan 
founded the Illinois Watch Case Co. in 1888. The  
firm was induced to move to Elgin in 1890 by local 
investors, who promised them land and assistance in 
building a plant.

The factory once stood at the corner of Dundee and 
Slade Avenues.

Sadly, Sol’s wife, Becky, died the year after the home 
was finished. In 1926, the couple’s nephew, Louis 
Eppenstein, purchased the house and lived there until 
about 1939. He was also connected with the watch case 
company. Following the Eppensteins, the house was 
owned by two other prominent Elgin families headed by 
Arthur and Marjorie Leonard, and followed by Thomas 
and Claudia Siesennop, respectively.

Architectural Notes

This house was designed by Elgin architect George 
E. Morris, whose career spanned the first half the 
20th century. He was noted for exquisitely detailed 
buildings. A few local examples are the former Elks 
Club, Wait-Ross-Allanson Funeral parlor and the 
home at 900 W. Highland Ave. He also designed 
the home at 420 Douglas Ave., which is similar 
in appearance to this home. He designed several 
large-scale buildings such as schools, hospitals, 
commercial buildings. Morris was particularly 
adroit at blending elements from different 
architectural styles into one building, as is the  
case with this house. 

The massing of 940 Douglas Ave. is based on the 
Prairie Style, with its characteristic the low pitched 
hipped roof, wide overhanging eaves and overall 
horizontal emphasis. However, there are touches of 
the much less commonly seen Italian Renaissance 
Style, which also features the above-mentioned 
elements plus tile roofs, largely symmetrical facades, 
brick wall cladding, arched windows and entryways, 
and multi-pane windows. One distinctive element 
is the use of full length windows on the first story. 
Italian Renaissance Style was popular from about 
1890 to 1935, and was usually found on high end, 
custom-designed buildings. 

This house was designed to accommodate live-
in servants. There were originally two bedrooms 
for staff on the third floor of the house, plus a 
two bedroom apartment above the garage for a 
chauffeur and gardener. The current owners have 
converted a large portion of the basement, which 
was originally part of the servants’ work area, into 
recreational space for exercise equipment and a 
pool table. 
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