Rock Island Preservation Commission
Preliminary Determination Committee Agenda
Remote Meeting: 617-675-4444, PIN: 600 935 818 4742#
March 1, 2021
3:00 PM
Notice: This meeting will be conducted by audio and video conference without a physically present
quorum due to the disaster declaration issued by Governor Pritzker. As a result of this order related to
COVID-19 public health concerns affecting the State and the City, the Mayor has determined that inperson meetings at City Hall with all participants are not practical or prudent.

1. Call to Order and Roll Call

2.
3.
4.
5.

6.
7.

A. Voting Members
Addison Kimmel
Deb Kuntzi
Diane Oestriech
Public Comment
Opening Items
A. Approval of the Written Agenda for March 1, 2021
Recommended Motion: Move to approve the written agenda for March 1, 2021.
Old Business
None
New Business
A. Determination of Landmark Application Completeness
Recommended Motion: Move whether or not to determine that the landmark
application received for the Gest House at 1203 2nd Avenue is complete.
B. Recommendation Regarding Landmark Application
Recommended Motion: Move whether or not to recommend that the landmark
application received for the Gest House at 1203 2nd Avenue be approved by the
Preservation Commission.
Other Business
Adjournment
Recommended Motion: Move to adjourn.
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Summary of Significance
The Gest house at 1203 2nd Avenue in Rock Island, Illinois is being nominated for local landmark status
based on Criteria 1, Criteria 2, and Criteria 3 of the Rock Island Preservation Ordinance.
Criteria 1: Significant value as part of the historic, cultural, artistic, social, ethnic, or other heritage of the
nation, state, or community. Built ca. 1851, the Gest House is one of the oldest houses within Rock Island
city limits.(1) It is also one of few original homes in the area of Rock Island called Old Town. The streets in
this neighborhood were lined with homes of early businessmen and professionals, men responsible for
the growth and prosperity of Rock Island. Many of these homes were lost to the construction of a flood
wall and the Centennial Expressway in the 1960’s making the Gest house significant as a piece of early
Rock Island history.
Criteria 2: Associated with an important person or event in national, state, or local history. William H.
Gest was a prominent early Rock Island citizen. He moved here with his family as a young child, attended
college in Massachusetts, and returned to Rock Island to pursue a career, marry, and raise a family. He
was a lawyer, a judge, a national legislator and active in local government and education.
Criteria 3: Representative of the distinguishing characteristics of an architectural and/or landscape type
inherently valuable for the study of a period, style, craftsmanship, method of construction or use of
indigenous materials and which retains a high degree of integrity. The Gest House is an example of a
cube style Italianate with an L-extension and a simple hipped roof. Although this subtype is quite typical
across the country, the predominant subtype of Italianates in Rock Island is front-gabled, making the
Gest house quite rare in our city.
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History
The deed to the Gest house property lists the address as Lot Number Five (5) in Block Number Five (5) in
that part of the City of Rock Island known as and called Old Town (formerly Town of Stephenson);
situated in the County of Rock Island, State of Illinois. The City of Rock Island was preceded by two
smaller towns, Farnhamsburg and Stephenson. Farnhamsburg was the first settlement in this area on
the east side of the Mississippi River. Colonel Davenport and Russell Farnham, partners in the Indian
trade, built a trading post in 1862 near the landing across from old Fort Armstrong. The trading post
was where the Rock Island County government was formed, the first elections were held, and the first
post office was established. (1)
Miles W. Conway was a very early settler in the area. He was born in Mason County, Kentucky in 1790.
He landed on the island of Rock Island in April 1835. He left his family at the fort while he looked for a
place to build. His obituary relates that before long he was “moved over to the Illinois shore by Mr.
LeClaire to a place called Farnhamsburg”.(3) This was at a time when the county seat of Rock Island
County had not yet been selected. A farm owned by Henry McNeal eight miles upriver was a site being
considered. But when the selection commissioners were in the area, Miles Conway invited them to his
log cabin to convince them that a site across from Rock Island (later Arsenal Island) would be the best
choice. “It was so located and we are probably more indebted to the exertions of Mr. Conway than to
any other one man in securing the county seat.(3) The land selected for the county seat was donated to
the county by Congress, laid out in lots, and called Stephenson.
In July 1835, the land grant office in Galena, Illinois announced the sale of the Stephenson lots. Miles
Conway made sure he was there. It is unclear exactly how many lots he purchased, but according to his
obituary, as soon as he returned home, he built the first house in Stephenson, moving into it with his
family in November of 1835. The house served as the post office, courthouse, registrar’s office, and
clerk’s office for years.(3)
The founder of the first newspaper in Stephenson describes the town as it appeared to him in 1840:
“The inhabitants of the town and its environs could not be surpassed, if equaled, by any city in the west,
for men of intelligence-courteous and kind in everything. Our judiciary consisted of Judge Stone, who
was very soon superseded by Judge Brown; our bar consisted of Joseph Knox, Joseph B. Wells, J. Wilson
Drury, and H. G. Reynolds; the clerk of the court was an old bachelor, Joseph Conway, brother of Miles
Conway, who, with a Mr. Cooper, composed the magistracy of the village; while our medical department
was represented by Doctor Gregg alone, a man eminent in his profession…
There were three stores in the place, kept by John Meller, Lemuel Andrews, Sylvester McMaster (sic)
and a Mr. Kauffman. Two more came afterwards, viz: Mr. Bond and Mr. Moore. There was one tinning
establishment, Lee & Chamberlin's; one saddler shop, J. M. Frizzell's; one cabinet maker's and one
gunsmith's shop; three taverns, Mr. Bently's on the riverbank; Buffum's, back of the Court House
Square; and the Rock Island House on Main Street, kept by VanCourt & Brothers. This was the leading
hotel at that day. There was one restaurant, and one other, called a saloon for the want of a more
appropriate name. One minister of the gospel (Presbyterian), Reverend Mr. Stewart, preached in a little
schoolhouse back of Doctor Gregg's residence on Main Street-our only church, lyceum and town hall.”(1)
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As the town grew, there was a second area platted. The original area was called Old Town, the newer
area, Old Chicago. In 1841 lawmakers combined Farnhamsburg, three other small additions, and
Stephenson into a single town called Rock Island.(1)
Miles Conway was a family man. He married Ann M. Keith in 1819 in Kentucky. The couple had 7
children, many of whom died before their parents. Miles died on August 4, 1865. Ann died on
December 15, 1872. Both were buried in Chippiannock Cemetery. In Ann’s obituary it mentions that
the family lived in the first house built in Stephenson. But it also says the family later moved to a
“commodious new house on Illinois St” (2nd Avenue).(4) The census from 1857 says Mrs. M.W. Conway
lives on Illinois St – 2 w Beaver (13th Street). The Sanborn map from 1857 appears to confirm that the
Conway family owned the entire south half of block 5 in Stephenson. The house we are today calling the
Gest house is there on the corner of Illinois and Otter (12th Street) as is an even larger house to its east.
This does not confirm that both houses were built by Miles Conway but does suggest that is the case. A
check of the 1880 census shows no record of any of the Conway family members living in Rock Island.

Sanborn Map 1857
The Gest house was built ca. 1851 on the corner of Illinois and Otter Streets, (2nd Avenue and 12th
Street).(9&10) The first year we can document that William H. Gest and his family lived in the house is
based on an entry in the 1873 Rock Island – Moline City Directory. The neighborhood surrounding the
Gest house had become home to influential Rock Island merchants, bankers, lumber men, and
professionals. Nearby were retail shops, industrial centers, schools, churches, government buildings and
Garnsey Square, the City’s first park. The area was the showpiece of Rock Island.
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But change came to the neighborhood as people were building homes and establishing newer
neighborhoods away from commercial and industrial areas. The change intensified in the 1960s with
the construction of the Rock Island Expressway and the levee adjacent to the Mississippi River. The
construction of the expressway caused the destruction of several blocks of homes and businesses. An
Urban Renewal Project followed. In 1964 the first phase of the project began clearing a 56-acre area
west of 11th Street north of 9th Avenue with the goal of developing an industrial park. Sixty houses
needed to be moved or demolished. Mill Street was extended through Garnsey Square Park resulting in
its demolition.(13) The planned second and third phases of the project, though not completely
implemented, intended to clear a pie shaped area west of 11th Street and north 7th Avenue all the way
to the river. Urban renewal chanted the character of the neighborhood resulting in further
deterioration, demolition, and empty lots.
The earliest homes that remain along 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Avenues have strong historical ties to many of Rock
Island’s most notable citizens including Philemon Mitchell (banking), Isaac Negus (capitalist & builder),
Harry Schriver (mayor), Balthazar Streckfus (steamboats), and William Gest (lawyer, judge & legislator).
They stand in testament to an important time of early growth and prosperity in Rock Island history.
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William Harrison Gest
William Harrison Gest was born to Nathan and Martha Gest on
January 7, 1838 in Jacksonville, Illinois. His father died when he was
just an infant. Several years later Martha married Reverend Samuel
Cleland. The entire family moved by wagon from near Cincinnati,
Ohio to Rock Island in 1842.(12) After graduation William attended
Williams College, a liberal arts college in Williamstown,
Massachusetts, graduating in the spring of 1860. In the fall he took a
teaching job in Millersberg, Illinois. But after just one year, he chose
to return to Rock Island and taught for a few months at Rock Island
High School.
But teaching was not his ultimate goal and soon he was reading law
in the offices of Wilkinson & Pleasants. He began practicing law in
the summer of 1862 opening his own office in the old Federal Bank
Building on the corner of Illinois (2nd Avenue) and Buffalo (16th
Street). In November of 1868 he married Eliza Jane Shields. The 1870
census lists the couple living in Ward 1 in a home valued at
$8,000.00. Per the 1880 census the couple are living in the same
nd
house now with an address of 2 Avenue # 1203. William and Eliza had four children, Katherine,
William H. Jr., Addison, and Ben. It did not take long for the house to be recognized as the Gest House.
William Gest lived a life of public service. In 1865 he was elected school commissioner and served for
four years. He was elected Rock Island City Attorney in 1871 for a one-year term, then reelected in 1874
serving continuously until 1878. He also served a number of years as the Rock Island County
Superintendent of Schools for which he was compensated $2.00 a day not exceeding 100 days per year
and a commission based on Rock Island County’s share of the school tax fund.(XXXXX) He supported the
Illinois Industrial University (the early name of the University of Illinois in Urbana-Champaign) serving on
the local Board of Examiners to oversee an annual examination that awarded a full tuition scholarship to
one student from Rock Island County.(18)
After twenty years in private law practice, William was encouraged to run for Congress, and after a
difficult and exciting campaign he was elected as a Republican to represent Illinois’ 11th Congressional
District in the United States House of Representatives. He served from 1887 to 1891, and after losing his
reelection bid in 1890, he returned home where he resumed his law practice.(12)
In 1897 he was elected Circuit Court Judge for Rock Island, Mercer, Henry, and Whiteside counties, then
reelected two addition times.(19) He served for a short time as an appellate court judge but asked to
return to the circuit court because he preferred “mixing with people of all classes…in the circuit court
room, where there are jurymen, witnesses, and numerous lawyers…”.(14) When he retired from the
bench due to illness in 1912 his fellow judges saluted him as follows: “His integrity was unquestioned
and his fearlessness in the administration of justice without reference to power, wealth or station of
litigants before him…made him universally recognized and esteemed by the bench, bar, and people as a
“worthy type of jurist, judge and man.”(12)
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Rock Island was William Guest’s chosen home, and he took an active role in improving the community
and celebrating its accomplishments and its residents. He was Master of Ceremonies in a parade from
Court House Square to Chippiannock Cemetery followed by a program “paying homage to the memory
of those who fell defending their flag.”(13) He chaired the celebration committee for the dedication of
Long View Park, an event that included music, speeches, food and fireworks. It was such a great event,
that Mayor Schaffer declared the day a holiday.(16) Rock Island High School graduates remembered him
as a patient tutor and mentor.(23) And he nominated mail carrier Henry Burris for a red star award after
he completed fifteen years of service with the Rock Island Postal Service.(24)
William Gest died at home on August 9, 1912. He was survived by his wife, daughter, and one son. As
was the custom, the funeral was held at the family home. He was buried in Chippiannock Cemetery.(12)
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Architectural Description

The Gest house, built ca 1851, is a simple cube style Italianate with a hipped roof and an Lextension to the rear. It is constructed of red brick laid in a running bond pattern on a stone
foundation. The house retains much of its original outline as shown in the 1886 Sanborn map.
In fact the outline remains much the same through 1957 with the exception of the replacement
of the garage by 1957. There is no garage on the property today. The brick does show areas of
damage reportedly caused by sandblasting that took place before the deleterious effects of the
process were recognized.

Sanborn Map 1886

Sanborn Map 1892
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Sanborn Map 1898

Sanborn Map 1906

Sanborn Map 1957 Updated 1969

The front of the house faces south. The central front entrance is topped with a flat roof hood
supported by ornate corbels. The portico does not appear on Sanborn maps until 1906, but the
maps can be an unreliable source for this detail. The double front doors are recessed in a
paneled vestibule. Decorative molding is applied to the doors. The door hardware appears to
be original.
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Four unusual first story windows (2
on each side of the door) reach from
floor to ceiling and are a standard
one over one arrangement with an
added smaller single pane window at
the bottom. Although clearly two
separate windows, the outside
framing encases both into a single
unit. These windows are not original.
The photo below taken in 1983
shows what is believed to be the
original window configuration: a
large four over four double hung
window.

The simple wooden pedimented hood atop the window
and the prominent but simple sill are original in design,
if not materials.
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The second story windows are a one over one
design with the same hoods and sills. The
center window has been changed to a door and
it appears the opening was altered at that time.
Large brackets dominate the cornice which
retains its original configuration, but the wood
soffit has been replaced with aluminum.
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The east face of the house features a
brick, one story, three-sided bay. The
windows are similar to those on the
front of the house, one over one with
an added single pane window
underneath, all framed as a single unit.
The bay has a flat roof with a simple
cornice. There is an applied
decorative element on the frieze
board beneath the cornice. Closed
shutters on the windows do not
indicate the removal of a window, but
rather that it has been covered over
from the interior.
Moving on to the L-extension on the
cube, notice a clear separation of the
roof line. Here we see no wide
cornice or brackets. The soffits are
aluminum. There are 4 sets of
windows on both the first and second
floor. The first three sets match the
cube portion of the house. The fourth
window on the second floor is smaller
in size but retains the matching hood
and sill. On the first floor the fourth
window is a double hung one over one
casement and again retains the hood
and the sill.
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The north face or rear of the house
has an attached wooden shed
enclosure currently serving as a rear
entrance to the house. The original
rear door (which leads to a back
staircase) is currently boarded. There
is a single one-over-one window on
the second floor with a hood and sill
matching the other windows in the
house. There are no brackets at the
roofline and the soffits are aluminum.
The 1886 through 1969 Sanborn maps
indicate that there was an original full
width back porch on the house which
is now missing.

Sanborn Map 1886

14

Moving around to the west face of the
house note that the extension is recessed
from the main body of the cube. Here a
side porch is tucked into the corner as in the
1886 Sanborn map. The square porch
columns are chamfered and have Tuscan
capitals topped with a support for
decorative brackets attaching the column to
the ceiling. The same style pilaster marks
the attachment of the porch to the house.
A wooden side door with the familiar hood
is covered with a modern storm door.
Window sizes and placement on the back L
are varied but retain the familiar hoods and
sills. Moving forward to the cube portion of
the west façade, there are two one-overone double hung windows on both the first
and second floor. The hoods and sills match
the rest of the house as do the roofline
brackets and the aluminum soffits. Again,
the closed shutters indicate not that the
windows have been removed, but that interior walls cover the openings.
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This photo gives a good view of west side of the house, the hipped roof on the cube, and the
clear separation of the roofline on the L.
Two extra nods to the past: a small 2nd Ave street sign attached to the southwest corner of the
house and several black iron posts that must have been part of an early fence.

16

Significance
Criteria 1: Significant value as part of the historic, cultural, artistic, social, ethnic, or other heritage of
nation, state, or community.
The Judge W.H. Gest house at 1203 2nd Avenue is a tangible link to a time in Rock Island history when
families were beginning to build neighborhoods. To the east of Old Town an entire block had been
cleared, identified as a public square, and the first courthouse was built. Further to the east businesses
were flourishing with a merchant and his family often living above their shop. The riverfront was busy
with a flurry of activities that moved people, cargo, and natural resources up and down the Mississippi.
In Old Town a number of substantial, architecturally significant homes were being built by families who
would use their influence to grow Rock Island in both size and stature. They developed a grand and
elegant neighborhood of treelined streets, stately homes, schools, churches, and Rock Island’s first park,
Garnsey Square. The early homes that remain in this neighborhood, the Mitchell House (1131 2nd
Avenue), Schriver House (1029 3rd Avenue), Streckfus (908 4th Avenue) and yes, the Gest House, stand in
testament to an important time of growth in Rock Island history.
Criteria 2: Associated with an important person or event in national, state, or local history.
William Harrison Gest, born January 7, 1838, arrived in Rock Island with his family at the age of four.
After attending Williams College in Williamstown, Massachusetts, he chose to return to Rock Island to
help build his hometown into a vibrant transportation hub everyone could be proud of. He opened a
law practice in the Federal Bank Building in 1862. He was elected to the United States Congress in in
1886 and served two terms. He was elected Circuit Court Judge in 1897 serving the counties of Rock
Island, Mercer, Henry, and Whiteside until he retired in 1912 except for the short period of time he
served on the Appellate Court.
Judge Gest supported education his entire life serving as Rock Island’s Public School Commissioner for
four years and the Rock Island County Superintendent of Schools for many many years. He tutored high
school students. And in the early years of Illinois Industrial University, now known as the University of
Illinois Urbana-Champaign, he proctored annual examinations to secure a tuition free scholarship for
one Rock Island County student each year.
He was elected Rock Island City Attorney in 1871 serving for one year, then reelected in 1874 serving
continuously until 1878. He looked for opportunities to improve the community and celebrate its
accomplishments and those of its residents. He took leadership roles in public events such as the
dedication of Long View Park and a huge parade honoring those who gave their lives in service to our
county. He nominated exemplary public employees for service awards.
Judge William Harrison Gest was an active community leader during years of vibrant growth in Rock
Island. In 1854 there were 595 dwellings in the city. In 1856 railroad passengers crossed the Mississippi
on the first railroad bridge to cross the river. In 1857 Philemon Mitchell and Philander Cable arrived in
town with the cash to buy 3 failed banks and opened the First National Bank of Rock Island. In 1859
Frederick Weyerhaeuser and F.C.A. Denkmann bought a failing sawmill and turned it into a national
lumber company. Rock Island became a transportation crossroads. Large hotels were built, and an
Opera House opened. Augustana College relocated here. By 1905 Rock Island’s population had grown
to 19,500 and Rock Island had become a city of industry and transportation.
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Criteria 3: Representative of the distinguishing characteristics of an architectural and/or landscape
type inherently valuable for the study of a period, style, craftsmanship, method of construction or use
of indigenous materials and which retains a high degree of integrity.
The Gest House is a 2-story cube style Italianate with a rear L-extension and a simple hipped roof. While
the cube subtype Italianate is quite typical across the country, the predominant subtype in Rock Island is
front-gabled. This makes the Gest house a valuable representative of an architectural style that is rare
in our city.
Although some alterations have been made (windows replaced, second floor exterior door added, back
porch removed) the house clearly retains integrity as a cube style Italianate with a rear L-extension.
Notable architectural features include a recessed double front door set in a paneled vestibule, a hood
with decorative brackets above the front doors, decorative cornice brackets, unusual floor to ceiling
windows the size of which appears to be original, original window hoods and sills, a one-story threesided bay and a decorative side porch. These intact features add significantly to the integrity of the
property.
The Gest house is a valuable example of a very early cube style Italianate with a rear L-extension The
house, a very early 2-story cube style Italianate with a rear L-extension, that retains a high degree of
integrity.
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