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REQUEST 
The petitioners are seeking a Historic Landmark Designation for their home at 4437 Seeley Avenue based on the 
criteria that it was owned by Pierce Downer, a person of historic significance to the community. 
 
NOTICE 
The application has been filed in conformance with applicable procedural and public notice requirements. 
 
GENERAL INFORMATION 
 

OWNER/ Arthur and Judith Frigo 
APPLICANT: 4437 Seeley Avenue 
 Downers Grove, IL 60515 
 

PROPERTY INFORMATION 
 

ARCHITECTURAL STYLE: American Greek Revival Derivative 
BUILDING DATE:  Early 1840s                                                                     
HISTORICAL BUILDING USE: Single Family Residence 
EXISTING BUILDING USE: Single Family Residence 
PROPERTY SIZE:  24,945 square feet 
PIN:    09-06-405-018  

                                    
ANALYSIS 

 
SUBMITTALS 
This report is based on the following documents, which are on file with the Department of Community 
Development: 
 

1. Application/Petition for Public Hearing 
2. Project Summary 
3. Plat of Survey 
4. Certificate of Acknowledgement Form 
5. Historic Landmark Information Form 
6. Photographs 
7. Newspaper articles 
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
The petitioners are seeking a Historic Landmark Designation for their property at 4437 Seeley Avenue 
under criteria 12.302.B.2 of the Historic Preservation Ordinance: the property was owned and occupied 
by a person of historic significance to the community.  The property is known as the Pierce Downer 
house.  
 
Pierce Downer (1782 - 1863) was the founder and first settler of the Village of Downers Grove and the 
Downers Grove Township. He arrived in the area, now called Downers Grove, in 1832 and camped alone 
in the grove of oak trees. He staked his claim to the surrounding 160 acres of prairie and timberland, and 
completed a log cabin on his land by the winter of 1832. The Pierce Downer house was built in the early 
1840s. The original 160 acres of the Downer farm and the house remained in the family for 92 years until 
the farm passed out of the family and was reduced to 83 acres. On August 24, 1924, the area was annexed 
to Downers Grove. 
 
Pierce Downer was a leader of the early settlers in the grove. With his towering personality and good 
reputation, he was often made the arbiter of disputes between the settlers. He was an abolitionist, a farmer 
and an educator. He built the Pierce Downer home on the highest ground of the farmland, south of the 
Southwestern Plank Road, which is present day Ogden Avenue. The home was a one-story structure with 
an east facing front door and an attached barn/summer kitchen to the west. After Seeley Avenue was 
built, the summer kitchen was demolished probably to make way for the road. The orientation of the 
house changed with the front door moving west towards Seeley Avenue. The angled location of the house 
is due to the construction of the street occurring after the construction of the house.  
 
The Pierce Downer home is currently situated at its original location on the property. The house over the 
years has had major renovations, but the overall shape and massing of the original house has been 
maintained. Best efforts have been made to replace the original materials with similar items such as 
clapboard siding to maintain the appearance of the home. The rear additions to the house were completed 
in the 1970s and 1980s. Some of the remaining notable elements of the original home are the exterior 
basement entrance to the south of the house, stone foundation walls and the hand-hewn timber joist in 
basement. 
 
COMPLIANCE WITH HISTORIC PRESERVATION ORDINANCE 
The petitioner has outlined the request in the attached narrative letter, excerpts from books, newspaper 
articles and photographs.  The petitioner will further address the proposal and justification to support the 
requested landmark designation at the public hearing.  
 
Landmark designations require evaluation based on Section 12.302 of the Historic Preservation 
Ordinance, Landmark Designation Criteria.  Staff finds the request complies with Section 12.302A and 
Section 12.302.B, as described below. 
 
Section 12.302.A. 
The proposed landmark is either over fifty (50) years old, in whole or in part, or is under fifty (50) 
years of age and possesses exceptional importance such as might be recognized immediately for its 
reflection of an extraordinary political event or architectural innovation; and  
The house was constructed in the early 1840s and is one of the oldest remaining structures in Downers 
Grove.  This standard is met. 
                   
Section 12.302.B 
That one or more of the following conditions exist: 
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1. The property has significant value as part of the historic, heritage or cultural characteristics of 
the community, county, State or Nation; 
This criteria does not apply. 

2. The property was owned by a person or persons of historic significance to the community, 
county, State or Nation; 

 Staff finds the property was built and owned by a person of historic significance to the community.  
Pierce Downer was the founder and first settler of the Village of Downers Grove and the Downers 
Grove Township. He was a community leader of the early settlers of Downers Grove. This criteria 
has been met. 

 
3. The property represents the distinguishing characteristics of an architectural period, style, 

type, method of construction or use of indigenous materials; 
This criteria does not apply. 

4. The property represents notable work of a master builder, designer, architect or artist whose 
individual work has influenced the development of the community, county, State or Nation; 
This criteria does not apply. 

5. An area that has yielded or may be likely to yield, information important in history or 
prehistory. 
This criteria does not apply. 

6. A source of civic pride or identity for the community. 
This criteria does not apply. 

7. The property is included in the National Register of Historic Places. 
This criteria does not apply. 

NEIGHBORHOOD COMMENT 
Staff received one general inquiry from the public regarding the proposal at this time. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Staff finds the petition complies with the criteria in Section 12.302 for Landmark Designation.  Based on 
the findings above, staff recommends that the Architectural Design Review Board makes a positive 
recommendation to the Village Council for landmark status of 4437 Seeley Avenue. 

 
Staff Report Approved By: 

 
___________________________ 
Stan Popovich, AICP 
Director of Community Development  
 
SP:sp 
-att 
P:\P&CD\PROJECTS\ADRB\PROJECTS\2016 Petitions\16-ADR-0010- 4437 Seeley Avenue Landmark\Staff Report 16-ADR-0010 4437 
Seeley Avenue.doc 
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Landmark	Application	Pictures	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

Pierce	Downer	in	his	50s	
	

Pierce	Downer	was	the	founder	and	first	settler	of	
Downers	Grove	Township	and	the	Village	of	Downers	
Grove	Illinois	
	
(photo	courtesy	Downers	Grove	Museum	and	Downers	Grove	
Historical	Society)	

Daughter	Adeline	Downer	
	
At	the	age	of	22	she	came	to	keep	
house	for	her	father,	Pierce	
Downer,	in	1834.		She	was	the	first	
non-native,	white	female	settler	
	
(photo	from	book	Downers	Grove,	1832	to	
1982	by	Montrew	Dunham	and	Pauline	
Wandschneider)	

Pierce	Downer	in	his	later	Years	
	
Founding	Father	
Community	Leader	
Property	Arbitrator	
Farmer	
Educator	
Abolitionist	
Family	Patriarch	
	
(photo	courtesy	Downers	Grove	Museum	and	
Downers	Grove	Historical	Society)	
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	 1850	Federal	Census	–	Page	enumerating	the	Pierce	Downer	Family	

Downers	Grove	1870	Landowners’	Map	
Elon	Downer’s	property	is	outlined	in	upper	left.	
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Pierce	Downer	House	–	circa	late	1800s	
(photo	courtesy	Downers	Grove	Historical	Museum)	

Pierce	Downer	House	–	1905	
(photo	courtesy	Downers	Grove	Historical	Museum)	
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Pierce	Downer	House	–	1968	
(photo	courtesy	Downers	Grove	Historical	Museum)	

	

Pierce	Downer	House	and	Well	–	1982	
(photo	courtesy	Downers	Grove	Historical	Museum)	
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1840s	hand-hewn	timber	joist	in	basement	with	
present-day	smoke	and	fire	alarm	

Original	stone	and	mortar	
upper	basement	wall	
foundation	

Original	larger	boulders	at	base	
of	foundation	
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Interior	bedroom	opened	to	attic	showing	original	construction	
(photographed	during	2002	remodeling	project)	

Interior	of	original	attic	
(photographed	during	2002	remodeling	project)	
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House	after	removal	of	1960’s	vintage	8-inch	aluminum	siding	and	
prior	to	installation	of	4-inch	fiber-cement	siding	

(photographed	during	2008	exterior	residing	project)	
	

Close	up	showing	original	clapboard	covered	with	1930’s	brown,	fake-brick	tar	
paper	after	aluminum	siding	removed	

(photographed	during	2008	exterior	residing	project)	
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Original	stone	steps	to	exterior	basement	entrance.		This	entrance	was	used	to	provide	safe	
haven	for	escaping	slaves	as	part	of	the	Underground	Railroad	during	the	Civil	War	era.	
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Present	day	2016	Pierce	Downer	Home	
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