S p r i n g 2 012 • V o l u m e 3 0 • N u m b e r 4

“A house is made of walls and beams; a home is
built with love and dreams.” Dr. William A Ward

L e f t : 14 01 G r o v e O r i g i n a l E x t e r i o r .
Ri g h t : E x t e r io r , a f t e r T u c k poi n t i n g
a n d n e w w i n d o w i n s t a ll a t io n .

By Kristine and Brian Dillon

A

dream is realized

As many of you may know, the Berwyn Historical Society
purchased a building in April 2011, for our permanent
home. For those of you new to the BHS or Berwyn, we
rented space in a basement of a church in north Berwyn
for many years and housed our collection of artifacts
there as well. Before I began writing this article, I found
a quote that I used for the headline. I felt it summed up
the experience of our quest to buy a building of our own.

It also reflected the sentiments of both current, as well as
previous board members and our membership, regarding
our hopes and finally, our realization, of homeownership
for the BHS.
David Olson, our current president, and I (Kristine)
had both served as BHS board members under the leadership of long-time president Lori Thielen. We can attest to
the fact that under her leadership and vision, our board
was very frugal with our spending habits regarding the
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money we raised for the BHS through donations, membership fees
and fundraisers. It was our dream to amass enough money to be able
to purchase a building that would serve as our permanent headquarters. I confess, there were times when it seemed like it was a dream
that would never be realized, given that housing prices where escalating by leaps and bounds. Of course we all know what happened to the
housing market these past few years, but we’ll take the good with the
bad. The “good” aspect was that with the drop in housing prices, we
were finally able to afford a building.
In February of 2011, I got an email from a friend and BHS member
who told me about a building he noticed was for sale, and he suggested we take a look at it. David and I thought it would be a worthwhile thing to do so we met with a realtor and took a look inside. We
liked the place a lot and our board of directors approved the purchase.
Although the building needed work, we felt it would be an ideal space
for our new home and worth the investment. We liked the fact that
it had been a small neighborhood store and therefore had a large front
room to house our display cabinets. This would allow us to share our
collection of Berwyn artifacts with the public as well as have a space
where people could gather for a variety of programs we would like to
present throughout the year. The remainder of the building would be
used to house our collection as well as provide a space for an office.

N ow

on to the

“ walls

and beams ”

Once we had our building inspected, we began the renovation. I will
be the first to say that we wish we had the funds to beautifully renovate our new home so that it looked like a show-piece. Alas, as with
most new homeowners, our funds were limited, so like any prudent
homeowner would do, we took stock of all improvements we wanted/
needed to make and then prioritized them. Our goal was to make the
building a safe and sound structure in which we could welcome the
public and house our collection.
more than meets the eye

As is typical for new owners of an old house, the more work we did
in the building, the more work we found that needed to be done.
We had a laundry list of repairs that the City of Berwyn required us
to make. The city was kind enough to waive permit fees for our work,
saving us hundreds of dollars over the course of the project.
Our first project was rebuilding the north parapet wall and tuckpointing the building. Because the wall had been damaged over
the years due to improper flashing, Rite Way Brick Restoration was
brought in to do the brickwork and CSR Roofing Contractors completed the flashing and some minor roof repairs. With a waterproof
building envelope, we could move on to the interior.
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The Berwyn Historical Society was formed
in 1979 to save the Berwyn train station. Its
purpose is to preserve the history of Berwyn.
The Society is an all-volunteer, non-profit
organization whose membership is open to all
individuals, families, community organizations
and businesses. Our office is located in the
North Berwyn Congregational Church,
1241 South Oak Park Avenue. Membership includes educational programs, invitation to special
events and quarterly newsletters.
To volunteer or for more
information , contac t US:

of our new house

T here ’ s

Our Mission is to preserve, protect
and promote architectural and historic
resources in Berwyn through advocacy
and education.
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The most noticeable
repairs were to the windows that lined the west
side of the building and
part of the north wall.
Tayloe Glass replaced a
large window that had
been boarded up for several decades and repaired
numerous windows that
were cracked or falling out
of the frames.
When we first looked at
the building, it was February
and the ground was frozen.
Lef t : Tin Ceiling Right :
As the spring thaw began,
we realized that our nice dry basement was
anything but that. In several areas we had 1/2” of standing water. A call to PermaSeal resulted in an interior drain
system, new sump pump with battery back up, wall coverings and an industrial strength dehumidifier. Our basement is now bone dry and no longer smells musty! It also
has increased our usable storage space by fifty percent.

Basement Permaseal Work

old cast iron waste pipes and replace them with
new PVC, giving us more headroom in the basement (a
welcome improvement when the ceiling was only 6’ and
the old plumbing hung down 18”). We had them relocate
a washtub and water heater, rough in the bathroom and
repair the drains to the kitchen sink. They also replaced
the galvanized water pipes with copper.
The electrical system was completely updated by Kutlich Corp. - West Town Electric, which included adding
new outlets, a whole building surge suppressor, properly
grounding the system and installing grounded outlets or
GFI’s where necessary. We also replaced ceiling fans and
light fixtures throughout the building. Track lighting will
be installed in the large front room to illuminate displays.
Outlets were added to each room, ensuring sufficient
power for our new home.

Asbestos was found in the flooring throughout the building as well as several spots in the basement and crawlspace,
which meant asbestos abatement was necessary. Colfax
Corporation removed asbestos tile from the front room
and kitchen, and several bags worth of old duct work from
the crawlspace. Upon completion, the air quality tests were
well within required levels for asbestos fibers.
With the help of House of Heat, we determined the
boiler was over 40 years old and in poor working condition, with much rust and carbon buildup. Radiators were
either non-functioning or leaking. Instead of pouring
more money into repairs, we felt it best to replace it with
a new energy-efficient furnace, switching from hot water to forced air, allowing us to add air conditioning at a
later date.

Volunteers removed wall-paper, paneling, ceiling tiles
and a host of other junk…filling another dumpster, leaving us all wondering, where did it all come from?
As this article goes to press, RA James will be starting
work in March to finish the bathroom, repair and prep
walls and ceilings, drywall the east bedroom, replace broken windows in the sun porch, install new exterior doors,
and paint the front room.

Metro Junk Removal removed a makeshift bathroom
from the front room, including a shower stall and closet.
They also removed 4 rooms worth of very old dirty
carpet and a bunch of junk from the basement…filling a
small dumpster.

Once the drywall work is complete, we (board members
and volunteers) will paint the remainder of the building.
The floors will then refinished by All American Hardwood Floors.

Once the initial demolition was completed, we moved
on to the plumbing. We hired 24/7 Plumbing to remove
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to pay and we still need money to complete some of the
remainder of the work on the building.

l abor of love

There were times when those of us who were involved with
the acquisition and renovation of this building wondered,
“What have we gotten into?” It has been a lot of work
and a large responsibility. Our motivation was the knowledge that we had an opportunity to bring to fruition the
shared dream of homeownership for the BHS. All of the
donations, membership fees, and money earned through
fundraising allowed us to realize this dream. I speak for my
fellow board members when I say that it is our joy to be
able to give back to our community and all those individuals who believed in the mission of the BHS. As you might
guess, our financial resources have been tapped, leaving us
with reduced reserves. We now have a monthly mortgage

If you believe in the mission of BHS as we do,
please consider giving a donation to help us accomplish our goal. Furthermore, you can help by attending our fundraising events, volunteering your
skills, or donating a gift card from the Home Depot, Lowes, or Menards. If 25 members donate $25
per month, it would cover our mortgage and property insurance payments. Your gifts are appreciated, and every little bit will help the BHS continue
to improve! ‡

At 33, Berwyn Art League Still Going Strong
By Annette Schabowski, edited by David Olson
The Berwyn Art League predates the Berwyn Historical
Society by a few months. But the two organizations share
more than 33 years of serving the Berwyn community.

paintings from the City Hall collection

Plans for the Berwyn Art League were underway in
early 1978, while promoting Berwyn’s 70th Anniversary
through an Art Fair held June 4th in the Pavek Center.
Artworks depicting area landmarks and historical sites
were exhibited, with fifteen of those renderings purchased
by civic organizations. Some of them were put on permanent display in Berwyn’s City Hall.

2008: As Berwyn celebrated its Centennial, members of
the Berwyn Art League painted two of the large birthday
cakes on display throughout the city.

1996: League members donated $100 for a pavement
brick on the “Pathway of Knowledge” at the new Berwyn
Public Library.

Since 1996: League members have exhibited artwork in
the Triton College Fine Arts Gallery every November.
The League celebrated its 20th Anniversary in 1998 with
a reception and art exhibit at Triton. Those exhibits have
continued each year through 2011.

A group of area artists and aspiring artists helped form
by-laws, committees, and a program at the organizational
meeting held on Oct. 4, 1978, at the Pavek Center. The
first exhibit of the newly-formed League occurred Nov. 6
of that year at Talman Savings and Loan.

Recent programs have included oil painting and palette
knife demonstrations, workshops on macro photography, monotype, framing your work, and earring design.
In Nov. and Dec. of 2011 the League shared a “Holiday
Arts” exhibit with the Oak Park Art League.

Each year the League meets weekly from September
through May, with painting sessions, workshops, demonstrations and display locations.

Numerous activities are scheduled through May 2012.
The Berwyn Art League meets Wednesday evenings,
6:30 to 9:00 p.m. at the Pavek Center, 31st St and East
Ave. For more information, phone (708) 484-7825 or
(708) 788-3695.

Some highlights of the Berwyn Art League through the
years include:
1983: Berwyn City Hall purchased four landmark paintings at the Berwyn Summerfair.

The Art League will be exhibiting their work in the lower
level lobby of the Berwyn Library during March and April,
2012. ‡

1995: The League co-hosted a fine arts show and sale with
the Berwyn Historical Society at North Berwyn Congregational Church. The show featured Berwyn landmark
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2011 Bungalows and More Tour Re-Cap

Clockwise: Art Moderne Interior
and Ex terior, t wo Examples of
B u n g a lo w s a n d o n e T u d o r .
P h o t o g r a p h y b y S e a n G a ll ag h e r
and Mat t Schademann

current owners were inspired by past Bungalows & More
tour homes to turn their basement into a daily living space
featuring mission-style furnishings, period-appropriate
light fixtures, and a custom-designed art glass window.

By Justin Wier
The Berwyn Historical Society is pleased to share that our
2011 tour, Bungalows and More… A Tour off the Old
Plank Road, was a success. Over 350 people participated in
the one-day house walk. This year’s tour featured interior
guided visits to six of Berwyn’s historic homes located in
the vicinity of Berwyn’s portion of Route 66/Ogden Ave.

Jennifer and Michael Miller (Maple Avenue) preserved
the original cabinetry and subway tiles in their English
Tudor Revival home’s kitchen. The homeowners also
added new cabinetry to match the original.

One of the highlighted houses on the tour was the
Robert Silhan house located on Cuyler Avenue. The
home is a well-preserved art moderne style residence
built in 1937. The house has been listed on the National
Register of Historic Places since 2006. To showcase the
unique home’s history, the Silhan house docents dressed
in period-appropriate dress. One tour-goer said, “We
were blown away with the Robert Silhan house and how
in the period everyone was dressed. Made us imagine
back to the day.”

A survey of 2011 Bungalows and More attendees
found that tourgoers “enjoyed the diverse range of homes
to explore” and learning about “the history and sense
of community within Berwyn.” One attendee said the
event “demonstrates the outstanding homes that fill our
wonderful community.”
The Berwyn Historical Society wishes to thank this
year’s homeowners for graciously opening their homes
to the public. We also wish to thank our sponsors who
provided both monetary and in-kind donations for the
tour. Thanks to Mr. Jon Fey who opened his Berwyn
Route 66 Museum for the site of check-in for the tour.
We look forward to seeing you at next year’s tour! ‡

In addition to the art moderne home, the tour featured
a variety of Chicago-style bungalows as well as an English
Tudor Revival home. The bungalow of Gail and Thomas
Lofgren (Harvey Avenue) featured many antiques, a
well-designed kitchen, and a renovated basement. The
5
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From The Workbench
H ardwood

restored floors with their new finish to be the crowning
glory of my house. For each room, a good area rug would
be the icing on the cake.

By Matt Schademann
In this article, Matt Schademann shares a bit about his
search to buy a bungalow with the perfect wood floors. Like
many of you, he did not find such a house so he turned to
“Plan B” so to speak, and learned to refinish the floors in
his house. He shares what to look for in old wood floors and
why they are worth restoring, even if you hire someone else to
refinish them.

Now this brings me to ask the ultimate question: should
you attempt to refinish your home’s floors yourself? Although I did do it, I would not recommend it for most
people. Mishandling of the large, cumbersome, floorsanding machines can quickly put a divot in your wood
that can be beyond repair. The mess has to be contained
and breathing hazards must be addressed with care. The
physical toll on your body, particularly your arms, fingers,
and back, is incredible. Unless you have the aptitude for
this sort of thing, it will be a huge undertaking, and you
may not want to practice on your life’s greatest investment,
your house. If you should decide to hire a professional
for the task, I found estimates between $2,500-$3,000,
depending on square footage and stain options, to be the
average price quoted for a bungalow in Berwyn.

During the final stage of my search to buy a house in
the Chicagoland area (which of course included the vetting of countless Berwyn bungalows), I narrowed my
criteria to three simple, yet essential features my new
home would need to have. They included stained glass
windows, radiant heat, and hardwood floors that were in
good condition.
With these criteria in hand, I narrowed my options to
five potential houses on the market at the time. However,
I had to accept that finding a house with wood floors in
good condition was going to be a tall order to fill. In the
more than 30 houses I looked at, I saw repeated evidence
of neglect and damage to the wood floors. Cigarettes that
had been allowed to burn and leave trails, the relocation
of walls leaving “footprints,” the countless years of floor
wax, shellac and varnish buildup, had all significantly
contributed to their demise. Many of the wood floors
were hidden under wall to wall carpet, linoleum or vinyl
flooring, not to mention those that had been all-out replaced with artificially engineered flooring.

Are exposed hardwood floors for everyone? Of course
they aren’t, but if you should opt for them, when they are
refinished correctly, they can last for years with minimal
maintenance and care, and provide a cozy, rich environment in which to live your everyday life. Many advancements have been made in the past decade regarding the
process of their restoration. Nothing beats the quality and
feel of the wood floors of yesteryear, and with a plethora
of information available on the web, there’s no reason
why they can’t be brought back to life.
Almost all of the wood flooring installed in the first
half of the 20th century was thick enough that it could
withstand multiple sandings. The odds are your vintage
home’s floors haven’t been refinished more than once or
twice. The carpeting craze during the post-war years actually helped ensure these floors were well-preserved, in
spite of carpet-tacking and staples. Most of these wood
floor boards were 3/4” thick by 2 1/4” wide so generally, sanding a bit of the thickness down is not an issue.
There are ways to eliminate squeaks and creaking floor
boards by installing special screws. Unsightly gaps and
nail holes between the boards can be filled in with special putties and even stained along with the rest of the
floor to provide a uniform appearance. Gloss, semi-gloss,
water-based or oil polyurethane, and stains: these are all

When I finally purchased my bungalow in Berwyn, its
wood floors were well-worn, shellacked and also covered
in a “delicious” 70s sage-colored carpet. On the plus side,
the floors’ overall condition was ripe for a refinish makeover, and by no means beyond the point of no return! I
made sure of this during inspections, pulling back carpet
in spots to expose the oak floor beneath it, as well as prying up a bit of linoleum and even a secondary subfloor in
the kitchen and back halls. I could see that the potential
was there for great-looking wood floors.
Fast-forward two years, and well into my restoration
projects, which I approached in a specific order. Projects
that created the most dirt and mess were the first ones I
got out of the way. I finished any re-plastering, floating,
and painting, basically anything that could potentially
damage newly refinished flooring. I wanted my gleaming
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From the Workbench continued

time comes. I admit, when I used leverage to pull up the
plywood sub-floor, I did damage a few boards but with a
little bit of quick research on the internet, specifically on
YouTube, I discovered a way to cut out the damaged sections by learning the art of chiseling and breaking part of
the tongue-in-groove on the new replacement boards.

finish options for your wood floors. They all have advantages and disadvantages; much of what you choose will be
based on personal preference.
I opted for Bona’s Special Walnut Stain for my oak
floors, and a semi-gloss oil based polyurethane for the
finish. A lot of sun comes through from the south and
west windows of my house in the afternoon, so I wanted
to minimize the glare. Also, I thought the oil finish had
a much richer, warmer feel to it. For the maple floors in
my kitchen, I opted to leave them natural as this wood
is rarely stained and, because maple has a closed grain,
the wood doesn’t even absorb much of the stain like oak
wood does.

If your view is like mine, you see your house as a place
that was built with artisanship and quality construction
and materials. You understand that its entire design was
drafted to be cohesive, with every appointment having
a purpose. Many temptations exist to alter this design
through use of newer materials, exotic foreign tree varieties, Pergo, laminate, engineered, and pre-finished
flooring. However, with your home’s original wood floor,
by its very design, thickness, and the fact that the wood
came from old-growth forests and has an exceptionally
tight grain which can’t be duplicated in new materials,
there is very little that can’t be corrected and restored.
The beautiful, original wood floors that came installed
in your historic Berwyn home can be enjoyed for many
more decades to come. ‡

Many old homes use a combination of woods for the
floors. Almost every old kitchen had maple wood floors
installed instead of oak for the simple reason that oak’s
open grain surface would trap more dirt. Back in the day,
older finishes were designed to coat the wood, the slightest wear to the finish would expose the grain and make
it difficult to clean. To an untrained eye, one might not
even notice the difference in the wood floors if they’ve
been refinished in the same clear coats. Some Chicago
apartments I’ve seen that date from the late 1800s were
built in this manner.
In the case of my kitchen (and plenty others I’ve seen
in Berwyn), at some point in the late 50s, a plywood
sub-floor was laid down on top of the maple floor and
adhered with thinned roofing pitch tar, known as “cutback,” and entombed with about a thousand nail-screws.
Not only did this ensure the original floors would survive, but they could now survive the apocalypse! The brilliant, newly developed vinyl flooring was adhered with
yet another layer of cutback. I suppose not many people
living during the atomic era would have imagined there
would eventually be a new found resurgence and respect
for the original wood flooring found in their houses. The
contractors they hired installed the new layers flooring
overtop, making sure they were very secure.

2012 BHS Annual Antique Show
Sunday, April, 29, 2012
9am to 3pm
New Location: Liberty Center,
6445 W. 27th Place, Berwyn 60402
Did you know that the Annual Antiques and Collectable
Show is one of two major annual fundraisers for the BHS?
It’s a lot of fun, and when you attend, not only do you
have the chance to see and buy some neat vintage and
antique items, you also help the BHS raise money by paying a small admission fee of $3.00. This money will be
used by the Board of Directors to help pay our mortgage
for the new building and permanent headquarters of the
BHS, as well as the many necessary expenditures that accompany new homeownership.

Today’s old house homeowners may feel they have a
daunting task ahead as they wade through the sub-floor
quagmire, but nothing is impossible. With a bit of hard
work and creativity, these can be pried up with leverage
using a Collins axe and a good set of vice grips for nail
removal. The sheer power of today’s floor sanders can easily remove most traces of the old adhesives, and the nail
holes can be filled in and sanded with the floors when the

If you’re not fan of antiques, still stop by and say hello,
you’ll be helping the BHS by supporting a worthy cause.
See you there! ‡
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A p p l i c at i o n f o r M e m b e r s h i p / V o l u n t e e r s

Name____________________________________________
Address___________________________________________
City/State/Zip_____________________________________
Phone (

)______________________________________

Email_____________________________________________
❑ Please contact me about volunteer opportunities.
❑S
 enior Citizen . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . $10.00
❑S
 tudent. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . $10.00
❑ Individual . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . $15.00
❑ Family. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . $20.00
❑ Business . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . $30.00
❑ I would like to contribute a donation of $. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . .
❑ Please don’t mail a thank you note to me, I would
prefer the Society saves on resources and postage.
P l e a s e ma k e y o u r c h e c k o r m o n e y o r d e r
paya b l e t o : B e r w y n H i s t o r i c a l S o c i e t y
Mail to:

 erwyn Historical Society
B
P.O. Box 479
Berwyn, IL 60402

P.O. Box 4 7 9
B e r w y n , I L 604 02

News Bulletin!
• Save the Date, April 29, for our 22nd Annual
Antique Sale, 9am - 3pm, at the Liberty
Center, 6445 W. 27th Place, Berwyn 60402.
• The BHS building renovation at 1401 Grove is
in its final phase. Volunteer! We need help with
painting, packing, and moving.
• Help plan the 2012 Bungalows and More Tour
(September, 2012)!
To volunteer for the BHS call (708) 848-0020,
or email us at info@berwynhistoricalsociety.org.

