
HISTORIC PLAQUE APPLICATION 
Applicant Information 
Name: Tom Krebsbach 
Street address: S. State 
City, State, Zip: Elgin IL 60120 Daytime phone:  847 622-TOMK 
 
Nominated Property Information 
Name of District: Spring-Douglas 
Name of Property: Allen and Amanda Retan House 
Address of Property: 420 Douglas, Elgin IL 
Current owner: James Lurie and Steven Starobrat 
Owner’s address: 420 Douglas, Elgin IL 
 
Original owner: Allen and Amanda Retan 
Date of construction: 1910 
Architect (if known): George Morris 
Builder (if known): Henry Jensen 
Legal description: P.J. Kimball Junior’s third addition, part of lot 1 block 18 
 
 
Required Documentation: 
Check if attached: 
__x__ Statement of Value 
 
__x__ Building Alterations 
 
__x__ Photograph 
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STATEMENT OF VALUE 
1. Historical Value 
On the 1843 J. T. Gifford plat of Elgin, what is now Douglas Street was called Mill 
Street. After the Civil War, it was renamed in honor of Senator Stephen A. 
Douglas. The part of the street south of Kimball was commercially developed, and 
homes were built north of Kimball. By 1884, the residential area was dubbed 
“Elgin’s Fashionable Avenue.” Only one pre-1860 dwelling remains today, at 251 
Douglas. 420 Douglas Street was occupied by a series of prominent Elgin citizens.   
 
Lot 1 of Block 18 of P. J. Kimball Junior’s third addition to Elgin originally 
comprised the entire block. It was subdivided beginning in 1857. Ebenezer Retan 
took out a mortgage of $217.50 in 1860 for a lot. Ebenezer and Phoebe Retan are 
listed in the city directory for 1867 as living at the southwest corner of Mill and 
Seneca streets. They constructed a two story brick dwelling there c.1867.   
 
Upon Ebenezer’s death in 1905, his son Allen inherited the property. Beginning 
in 1903, Allen had lived across the street at 465 Douglas with his wife Amanda, 
nee Seapy. Amanda was born on the Seapy family homestead in Plato Illinois, 
and lived her whole life in the Elgin area, except for winters spent in Florida.   
She was a well-known patroness of many charities.  
 
When Allen inherited his father’s house, he decided to hire an architect, George 
Morris, to design a substantial home in the new Prairie Style to replace the 1867 
dwelling.  Henry Jensen prepared building plans in 1907. Allen Retan made his 
fortune in investments and real estate, and was able to buy the new house 
without the benefit of mortgage financing. An article in the Elgin Advocat of 
January 29, 1909 announced that the new $25,000 home was to be completed by 
May 1 of 1910. Beginning in 1911, Allen is listed in city directories as Fire and 
Police Commissioner, living at 420 Douglas. 
 
Allen died in 1918, and a few years later his widow married a local man, Arthur J. 
Durand, who was born in Plato Township in 1861. Durand attended Elgin 
Academy and began his business career as a grocer. He became prominent in the 
dairy industry, operating a wholesale market for butter and cheese in Chicago. 
Durand had married Ruby McKeller in 1883, so the marriage to Amanda was a 
second marriage for both parties. The couple spent winters in the south. Amanda 
died March 9, 1928 in Woodbury, Georgia. Durand continued to occupy 420 
Douglas until 1932. Upon his retirement, he bought a peach farm in Georgia. He 
died in June of 1944 in Atlanta, Georgia. From 1933-1936, the house stood 
vacant. 
 
In 1937, Henry Lee Wenner, M.D. and his wife, Frances, purchased the property 
at 420 Douglas. They and their three sons, Henry Lee III, William B., and James 
P., lived there until 1956, when Wenner moved to East Dundee and sold 420 
Douglas to Roy and Grace Olson. Wenner held the mortgage on 420 Douglas 
until his death in 1957, when the Olsons had to pay off the entire loan. From 
1958-1975, 420 Douglas was used as a nursing home called The Daybreak in 



Elgin Rest Home. According to an article in the October 8, 1971 Courier News, the 
nursing home was threatened with loss of their license due to violations. 
 
From 1977-1981, A. L. Hagerty owned 420 Douglas. Louis Perez next purchased 
420 Douglas, where he raised a family of ten children. Perez and his wife sold the 
property in 2015 to the current owners. 
 
Probate records are on file at Elgin Area Historical Museum for Phoebe Retan, 
Allen M. Retan, Arthur Durand and Henry Lee Wenner. 
 
2. Architectural value 
 Located in the heart of the Spring-Douglas Historic District, this is one of the 
many houses constructed by builder Henry Jenson in collaboration with architect 
George Morris. 
 
This house is a pristine example of the Prairie Style, which enjoyed popularity 
from the 1900’s well into the 1920’s. Prairie features of this home include the 
low-pitched hipped tile roof, massive chimney, widely overhanging eaves, 
horizontal rows of windows, the horizontal band that wraps the structure 
between the first and second stories and over 30 leaded stained glass windows, 
including those in the attic. The formerly open front porch was supported by 
massive masonry columns. The horizontally shaped front dormer also reflects 
Prairie Style design.   
 
420 Douglas represents the hipped roof, asymmetrical subtype of Prairie Style. 
The main two-story mass is complemented by two large single story porches 
located on the east (front) and south elevations. The front façade is dominated by 
horizontal rows of windows. Atypically, the exterior cladding is brick rather than 
the more common stucco. This house was featured in Steven Stroud’s book There 
Used to Be Volume 1. 
 
The Prairie style originated in Chicago and examples are concentrated in that 
city’s early 20th century suburbs, notably River Forest and Oak Park, home of 
noted Prairie Style architect Frank Lloyd Wright. The style became popular, and 
was spread by pattern books, mail order housing companies and popular 
magazines. Other Prairie style homes in Elgin are noted in the architectural 
survey of the Spring-Douglas Historic District, in which this example is located. 
 
Building Alterations 
Both the front and the side porch were enclosed; the side porch being divided to served as 
three rooms.  
  
 
Occupants as listed in Elgin City Directories 
1867-1903 Ebenezer and Phoebe Retan 
1905 Vacant house 
1907 Max Gates (tenant) 



1909-10 Vacant house 
1911-18 Allen and Amanda Retan 
1920 Mrs. Amanda Retan 
1921-24 A. J. and Amanda Durand  
1925-32 A.J. Durand 
1933-36 Vacant house 
1939-56 Henry L. Wenner, M.D. 
1958-74 Daybreak in Elgin Rest Home 
1975-76 Vacant 
1977-81 A.L. Hagerty 
1982-83 “No return” 
1984-2015 Louis Perez 
 
 
Addenda 
Current photographs 
Postcard showing house when the porches were open, courtesy of EAHS 
6 pages of drawings dated 1907 by the builder, George Jensen, courtesy of EAHS 
Article from the Elgin Daily Couriers July 19, 1909 announcing construction of Retan’s 
new home 
Sanborn map images from 1903 (1867 house) and 1913 (1910 house) 
Biographical information 
   Obituary Amanda Seapy Retan Durand 
   Obituary Arthur J Durand 
 



420 Douglas, Elgin IL east elevation 

 
 
 
 
420 Douglas window detail 

 



 
Old postcard showing open porches 

 
 
Henry Jensen 1907 drawings for 420 Douglas 
 
 



 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1903 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map showing 1867 house 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
1913 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map showing 1910 house 
 

 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 



 




