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Project Proposal
The Ekdahl House

Goal of Project

To preserve and revitalize this historic buildingese children and adults
can explore Western Springs history and its conoreco 19" century issues
such as immigration, small businesses, roles of @mrthe importance of
community, and fulfilling the American dream. Thvdl provide an
intergenerational community project which emphasihe cultural and
economic heritage of Western Springs.

About the House

In 1887, a year after the village was incorporataggust Ekdahl built a
small frame house by hand at 808 Hillgrove Averfaarfally Chicago
Street) in Western Springs. A Swedish immigraneshaker, Mr. Ekdahl
came to Western Springs to fulfill his dream of mipg a cobbler shop.
Letters written home to Sweden record that Mr. Hkdanted out part of his
shop to Nancy Watson, a Post Office employee. iffaigked the beginning
of a structured Post Office in Western Springs. dyaWwatson officially
became our first postmistress in 1889 and serve®ilage for an
estimated 20 years.

Our proposal

The Western Springs Historical Society would ligedstore the building
back to its 1887 appearance and create an outdeseum for the
community of Western Springs. Visitors will viewetlsobbler shop and post
office from the outside through windows displayemgjfacts, enlarged
photographs, dioramas, story boards and interpretsigns of the Ekdahl
family, life in the village and post office history

In order to provide this experience for the comryrthe Western Springs
Historical Society is asking for Village approvalrhove the building to a
site behind the Western Springs firehouse.



Relocation Preservation Education

This small one and one half story frame housevisual representation of
the history of the Village. It reflects the onggivalues established by the
early settlers and early residents of the Village.

Early residents of the Village had a vision andas#tto create a better life
for themselves and all who would reside in theag# in the future. That
philosophy continues today.

Life in the mid to late 1800’s centered aroundtthen. Much like today,
this small house was part of the “hub” of the centé¢own. It sat directly
behind the original wooden train station. The debsite seems natural as it
Is close to the business district.

As one of the first businesses in town, and spetals as the location of

the first post office, this building and museumjpobis “unique”. Neither

La Grange nor Hinsdale has a similar building/prtdjauseum. This helps
Western Springs to “stand out” by creating an gee@erational community
project.

The house and museum on this site would be higkligle. There is a heavy
daily flow of traffic on Wolf Road (15,000). It isear the civic cluster
(Village Hall and Ford Library), McClure Junior H&)d the Western
Springs Historical Society museum. It is closéh® new retail building on
Hillgrove. Residents would be drawn “East” as the/dtown area expands.

According to the recent WS Downtown Market Assesgntesidents value
their family oriented lifestyle and are committedfamily values. In
addition, the historic water tower and tower graeprove the overall
appearance of the Village. A museum near its maigilowntown location
and hub of daily life would be an extension of thessitive qualities, and
provide for an additional gathering space for comityufunctions. This
would expand, enhance and spur on creative thinldggrding community
events near the building. This museum project plewifor and reinforces a
very real sense of history in the Village.

The Western Springs Historical Society has a resipdity to protect the
physical heritage of Western Springs for futureegahons. We foster
activities and projects that protect our local titgrand foster economic
growth.



We would like to utilize this building as a museand as such would see it
fitting into the demands and needs of' 2&ntury life and business. As we
partner with the village community, schools, busskaders, and civic
organization, this project would ensure that futyeeerations experience
“Old Western Springs” and the values representedishistoric building
into the future.

Our vision is to renovate the building and enhaheeneighborhood thus
keeping history alive. We would be preservingphst for the future. By
building and instilling an appreciation of the paist preservation and
education in a museum like setting, our hope Entach the lives of all
residents of Western Springs, visitors, futuredessis, and the surrounding
communities.

We, as residents of Western Springs, have the arogportunity to work
together to preserve a visual representation te#gel history, the Ekdahl
building. Preservation in the present is for tieife, using history as an
agent to convey who we are as a people, where weelbeen and where we
are going. The Ekdahls exemplify the cultural aadnomic history of
Western Springs. They were ordinary people livingtlives at a time when
Western Springs was developing into a village. New as residents have
the opportunity to celebrate their contributiond achievements by
preserving their home and disseminating informatiortheir lives, the times
in which they lived, the events that influencedrtleavironment and the
impact on our lives today.

The Ekdahl building meets the criteria for a susttdsntergenerational
community preservation project. It is a small bumgdthat has very little
external modification. What there is can easilyd®aoved. It was built by
a man that left his country of origin and moved twasd. It served as the
family home, a commercial enterprise and becausasta post office, was
affiliated with the national government. It carsidabe moved to an
appropriate space, near the original site andstithear the “hub” of village
life today. Because it is small, preserving thaédmg can be completed
through local efforts. The outside museum coneéptvs for rotating
exhibits addressing different facets of local hgto

If the site behind the fire department on Wolf Raachade available for the
Ekdahl building, we will be incorporating Natiorfalandards and the lllinois
State Applications of Learning, including: SolviRgoblems,
Communicating, Using Technology, Working on TeaMaking
Connections and the lllinois State Goals for Laagnas they pertain to
Western Springs School Districts into all the atieg that will be centered



around the building. The Western Springs Histdt8mciety will attempt to
partner with local school districts to develop,teand implement activities
aligned with the State and districts goals andicuium.

By preserving the Ekdahl building, we will haveiastrument to teach
Western Springs' cultural and economic heritage filee viewpoint of
ordinary people. Because of the activities of tamily, we will be able to
extend this learning to include the State of lli;ahe influences that
affected the growth of the United States and theld@ment of the
government under which people had the freedom thé@eople we have
become.

EKDAHL FAMILY IN FRONT OF 810 — 808 HILLGROVE AVENE*,
NORTH OF THE CHICAGO, BURLINGTON, QUINCY RAILROAD.
(Prior to the 1920’s Hillgrove was named ChicageAv







Statement of Significance

The August Ekdahl house exemplifies a personakbasthess triumph for
the Swedish immigrants in this community. For 12@ng this small frame
house has contributed to the cultural and econbmritage of Western
Springs.

August Ekdahl had a dream of owning his own cobsiep where he could
sell ready made and custom shoes. He left his hor@eeden and
embarked on a journey that lead him to Chicagmoil in 1881 and on to
Western Springs, lllinois in 1886.

“April 29, 1881 — Chicago, lllinois

Many thanks for everything you did for me upon megphrture. Now, as
you will see, | am in America. My trip was find.wasn’t seasick at all,

but | can’t say that it was an exciting trip. | donknow as yet what I'll

find in this line of work. Maybe it won’t be in mtrade — shoemaking- but

| will take anything just to get started. If I'lbe contented in Chicago is a
big question. There are such tremendously big biings, all filled with so
many people, and dirty streets. Shoes are made agtimes in factories.
However, there are some made by hand. They say #ie more expensive
if made by hand”.

To appreciate the high interest that the Histor&adiety has for this
building, as well as its historical significanc@&eohas only to imagine what
life was like in Western Springs in 1886; and, dag to day life and
struggles of its earliest residents.

The Village had been incorporated 1886, with a wbtg4 to 25 by mostly
Quakers. The population was approximately 30@lezrds. The original
settlement was bounded by Ogden Avenue, Wolf Ré&dstreet and the
marshland to the west. Ogden Avenue was a dirt wotd\Wolf Road
joining it and Plainfield Road. Only open land ¢et&east of Wolf Road.

South of the tracks, on what is the current Tickl&, two ponds for
swimming were present — one for boys and one fis.gi

Hillgrove Avenue was a dirt road. Until 1891 (wheburned down), there
was a wooden railroad station on Hillgrove clos&olf Road.



Burlington Avenue across from the train station wdst of a muddy area
with a slight incline and hill near what is now 8baums. What we now
know as Spring Rock was the location of the artesmings and wells.

Until the late 1890’s, water came from cisterns ahwells, Home heating
was generated from fireplaces or cast iron stovebght from candles and
oil lamps. Cows were kept in back yards, and thererere chickens
around. There was a horse watering trough at the ¢aer of Lawn and
Hillgrove.

There were no telephones, sidewalks, or public wateystems

The railroad had been extended from Aurora to @udarough Western
Springs. By 1880 the third track was in.

...... the town’s biggest feature was the railroad triac West bound trains
there gathered speed for the ascent into Hinsd#he, east bound went
through so fast that the mail bags, then delivereg throwing them
violently at the depot, sometimes landed amonguwilild strawberries.... In
due course of time, more of the trains slowed uglastopped.....” (A
resident remembers)

808 Hillgrove was built in the summer of 1887. Asgwas 35 and single.
At that time, there was one house on the cornetiligfrove and Wolf and
the Greenblatt house on what would be the cornéitillgfrove and Lawn.
As there was no electricity at the time, this sroak and one half story
frame house took advantage of the light. With bagowindows in front, the
southern light could maximize daylight hours. Asgcould work and sell
his shoes, boots and rubbers, as well as sling sbiotone side. He rented
space to the post office, so that Miss Nancy Watsaid handle her post
office duties on the other side.

One could imagine this house as a social hub; peygthering and
congregating during the day chatting up storiedeniiey received or send
mail, looking at shoes, or boys asking Ekdahl t&enidem a sling shot.

Recollections from residents who lived in the \gkaremember when the
post office was located north of the tracks. Malswot delivered. One had
to pick it up. Often times it would smell like giks as there was a resident
who liked to mail his skunk pelts.

808 is a small one and one half story frame cotséigle house which is
rectangular in plan, measuring 12 X 25 feet. Aettiirally, it is a simple



and modest structure, with a steeply pitched gadaé It was built as a
basic and economical structure, very similar tdydasmes in town and in
the city of Chicago. It retains the original woddpboard underneath the
yellow aluminum siding, and is in good conditiomelwood superstructure
appears to be all original.

If one stands in the basement of this structura,can see the original
layout which would have been a front room, kitcled rear porch. The
porch was on the North east corner of the housee culd imagine August
sitting on this porch, capturing the breezes, d@iging all day.

In 1887, with the exception of the Ekdahl barn foiis cow, and the town
jail, only prairie existed north of the 808 building. Imagine the prairie,
ankle deep with grass.

There are several recounts of fires that threatdmeé&kdahl store. Fires
threatened many buildings in Western Springs, oholyithe Greenblatt
house and the wooden train station, which bothdaidown. In one of
Ekdahl's letters to relatives back home in Swedenyrites of the post
office, terrible heat and fires.

“1887 — August — Western Springs

This summer I built a little house on my lot and ke lived there all
summer even though it is not finished. It is coneply finished now,
however, and | have rented out part of to the po#fice. | work over in
the corner with my shoes. Miss Watson is the naphéhe lady who runs
the post office. A terrible summer — hardly any maiThe heat has been
unbearable. So many people have died from the legatind here. You
should see how brown and burnt everything is. Aapre fire raged nearby
a few weeks ago, but we were fortunate in havingad close to us which
stopped the fired before it had a chance to realsh houses”.

There were several times when the Ekdahls hadkéoah of their shoes and
line them up on Hillgrove to avoid losing/perishitigir stock.
The Volunteer Fire Department came into existenceni1894.
August married Augusta Sophia in 1892. Four cbkiidivere born between

1892 and 1899. August was a family man, citizetregmeneur, and member
of the Swedish Church. Augusta was known in towrhfr famous angel



food cake. In addition, she helped to deliver mahgur early residents
(Erickson, Bergland, Gustafason, and Johnson).

To accommodate his growing business and family aBkBuilt a second
house at 810 Hillgrove. Later on ,Keils Drug Staas to the west and the
Pearson family rented 808. The Ekdahl store wakisdl971. Both 808
and 810 Hillgrove have had commercial businessdseamters over the
years.

The 808 building remains as a solid, well built ecmmical, and modest
commercial building.

After Augusts death, Augusta remained in the taarsed her children, and
an adopted child. She worked as a cook for mamyifs in town.

Hilma Ekdahl remember$§ The town jail was located to the rear of the
little house (808) and Mr. Holden (the town Marshahsking my mother
to cook dinner, lunch or whatever if some one waspk there (jail) more
than the usual time .”

Carl Ekdahl remember$Pictures of President McKinley adorned the
fence posts on Ogden Avenue.”

Anna Ekdahl was the only girl representative of WesSprings in the High
School graduating class (1914). She was nurseeiara for many years
before moving to CaliforniaAnd according to her sistéishe especially
liked rolling down the hill in front of the waterdawer”.

Benjamin Franklin served as Postmaster GenerdlMatiember 7, 1776.
He was in office when the Declaration of Indeperm#ecreated the United
States in July 1776, making Franklin the first Resdter General of the
United States. America’s present postal serviseeleds from the system
Franklin placed in operations. (US Postal Service)

In 1781, Congress ratified the Articles of Confedien. Article IX

addressed postal issud$te United States in Congress assembled shall also
have the sole and exclusive right and power of abéishing or regulating

post offices from State to another, throughoubathe United States, and
exacting such postage on the papers passing thrthegbame as may be
requisite to defray the expense of the said office(US Postal Service)



In 1872 Congress made the Post Office Department axecutive
Department.

A post office was established to serve the ard88#8. Our first Postmaster,
Hill, who later went on to become the first villageesident, used his home
as a base, and asked residents to help him. Acgptdidata at the historical
society, the mail was brought from the city by then who were employed
there.

William Thacher, a man of means in the village,dme Postmaster in 1885.
Due to the nature of his work, he was in the ditizicago) most days. He
asked Nancy Watson to become deputy.

Miss Watson was born in Newcastle Pa, came to &ridod lllinois where
she taught for twelve years and later becomesnaipal. She came to
Western Springs to be near her sister.

At the end of that term as deputy (1885-1889) Wssefficiency and
faithfulness won her the position of postmistressctv she held until
William Collins became postmaster in 1903.

According to the US postal records at the Smithsoan, the yearly salary
for Miss Watson was $27.

Women'’s suffrage came by degrees in lllinois. Womwene permitted to
vote in school board elections only. The appoiminod a woman for
Postmistress was quite an accomplishment for a womthe late 1800’s.

Ekdahl was an ordinary man who lived in an ordinaryhouse in an
ordinary time. The Ekdahl house is a remnant of li€ gone by, of an
earlier era, of a simpler time.

We are not aware of any other structures in our imnediate area that
represent an “ordinary” immigrant’s life and we believe that the efforts
to save one of these last remaining structures aveorthwhile.

Preservation of this building is a promise, a compat with the

community to protect our link to the past and our @mmitment to the
future.
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