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972 
West Highland 

Avenue

S
et back among the trees sits 972 West Highland 
Avenue, more commonly known as the Wing Mansion. 
Appearing on the house tour for its sixth time, 
there is still always something new to see. This year, 

homeowners Maureen and Steve Thoren are celebrating not only 
another year on the tour, but the recent landmark designation of  
the home, which city council approved earlier in this year: a great 
honor for a worthy home.

The home’s history has deep ties with the Elgin community. In 
1852, not long after James and Hezekiah Gifford founded Elgin, 
Washington Wing and his wife, Catherine Himes, moved to town 
from Michigan, buying 200 acres. Catherine passed away in 
1854 and Washington remarried to Melissa Gray that same year. 
Melissa passed away in 1855, shortly thereafter. Later that year, 
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Washington married Adaline Willits, 
who built the farmhouse on the 200 
acres that would soon be transformed 
into the house we know today. In 1859, 
Washington and Adaline passed down 
the home, as well as some land, to their 
eldest son, William H. Wing. In 1861, 
William married Abby Saunders.

William H. Wing was a lawyer by 
trade. By 1867, he was admitted to the 
Illinois Bar Association and started his 
practice. The following years proved 
exceedingly productive and successful 
for William. From 1871 until 
1872, he was the city of  Elgin’s 
attorney; from 1880 until 1885, 
he served as the treasurer of  the 
Illinois Northern Hospital for 
the Insane, now known as Elgin 
Mental Health Center; and for 
four years he was director of  the 
First National Bank of  Elgin. 

While William was making a 
name for himself  in Elgin’s 
civic society, his wife, Abby, was 
equally as well-known in the city’s 
educational realm. Originally 
from New Hampshire, Abby 
came west to Illinois to teach. She 
later taught at Elgin Academy, 
and was, for a time, the principal 
teacher at the New Brick School. 
Still later, she became the first 
female principal of  Elgin High 
School. 

In 1891, the Wings decided to 
renovate their home for a second 
time, securing notable Elgin 
architect Smith Hoag. The home 
today, in general, looks much like 
it did in 1891, with the exception 
that it once had an impressive octagonal viewing tower with a 
bell-shaped roof  rising upward past the existing attic balcony. 
This is where Abby kept her most private belongings. In 1897, a 
fire broke out in the attic of  the Wing home. Tragically, Abby was 
caught in the flames while trying to save some of  those personal 
items, and she never made it back downstairs.

Five short years later, in 1902, William 
passed away. With no children of  his 
own to inherit his land, he gave 121 
acres of  the Wing property to the City 
of  Elgin. In the years before his death, 
William Wing’s generosity gave us not 
only the land where the Wing Park 
family aquatic center is now located, 
but also the Wing Park Golf  Course 
— which, in 2009, was listed on the 
National Register of  Historic Places. 

The home managed to stay in the 
Wing family for many years, until 

Maureen McWaid and her 
late husband, Bill McWaid, 
purchased the home in 1987, 
becoming just the third 
owners. Bill and Maureen 
began restoring the home to its 
original glory, with wonderful 
attention to detail. Today, Steve 
and Maureen continue those 
efforts, enriching the home with 
period furniture as well as a 
mini-museum wall that displays 
different pieces of  history from 
the home. The mini-museum, 
a treat for anyone who takes a 
tour, is called the Wing History 
Display Wall. It will forever 
remain a part of  the home since 
a clause was added to the deed 
ensuring its permanence.

In addition, Maureen and Steve 
received an Elgin Heritage 
Commission Mayor’s Award for 
their restoration of  the home 
in 2012. The house has been 
featured in several magazines, 
newspapers and books, and 
on billboards, as well as being 

featured on television and radio — to name a few places. Steve 
and Maureen hope to keep preserving the history of  the Wing 
Mansion and they are very proud to again be on the Historic 
Elgin House Tour this year. 

972 West Highland Aveue
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972 West Highland Avenue Architectural Notes

THiS HomE iS an eclectic 
two-and-a-half story shingled house 
that displays geometric and angular 
massing. It alludes to the Queen Anne 
Style’s Half-Timbered subtype adorned 
with Eastlake detailing. 

The picturesque main façade has its 
entrance sheltered beneath a wooden 
porch that is adorned with heavy 
carved and notched columns with 
curvilinear spandrels. It’s under a 
decorated frieze that includes pierced 
work panels and spindlework. The 
prominent three-story porch draws 
the eye upward to the second and 
then the attic floors and is topped 
with a jerkin head, front-facing gable 
roof with flared eaves. The home 
exhibits a cross-gabled roof with large 

overhanging eaves, topped with a large 
patterned chimney at its center. 

 The walls throughout the home 
are accented in a combination of 
decorative patterned fish-scale, 
coursed, staggered and sawtooth 
shingles that differ at each level. 
Half-timbering also is found accenting 
the home’s geometric shape and 
highlighting the façade’s single and 
paired windows. Flared shingles on 
top of a horizontal trim board and 
crown molding mark the transition 
from the first floor to the second floor, 
and dentiled half-timbering marks the 
beginning of the attic from the second 
floor. The front gable is adorned with 
a floral motif that can also be found at 
the porch pediment. 

The windows found on 972 W. 
Highland Ave. are one of the defining 
features of this home. Many of 
the windows found throughout are 
one–over-one double-hung windows; 
however, there are several windows 
on the front façade that are more 
elaborate and indicate the style and 
wealth of the original owner. The 
floral leaded-glass window found at 
the expansive cottage window on the 
main façade is significant feature of 
this facade. Also found accentuating 
the highly decorative front elevation 
are double-hung windows that contain 
a large pane surrounded by smaller 
panes in the upper sashes. 
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