
# H 2010-73 
50 N. Caroline Street – Bertram House 
(Landmark Designation) 
Project Review for Historic Preservation Commission 

 
 
Meeting Date:   January 6, 2011 
 
Request: Historic Landmark Designation 

 
Location: 50 N. Caroline Street 
 
Petitioner: Tom Nemcek, Historic Preservation Commission Member 
 
Acreage: ≈ 6,521 Square Feet 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Background:    
50 North Caroline Street was built by Paul Bertram in 1914.  Paul Bertram was born in South 
Australia and eventually made his way to Crystal Lake in September 1897 at the age of 17.  In 1901, 
Mr. Bertram began his lifelong civil service commitment starting with the fire department pumping 
water then moving up to the first chief.  He then moved to the building department, then onto the 
Zoning Board of Appeals.  He also held several positions with other organizations.  He had 68 years 
of dedicated service to the Crystal Lake area before his death in 1966. 
 

The house was first sold in 1920.  It was sold to the Shaler family in 1954.  The son George Brian 
Shaler still resides in the house today.   
 

The house is American Foursquare or Prairie Box architecture.  The house is made of formed 
concrete blocks.  The blocks were manufactured by W.E. Dunn Manufacturing out of Chicago.  The 
American Foursquare style is a simple square usually two-stories with a low-pitched roof with 
gables.  There is a full-width front porch which is framed by two stone lions on either side of the 
entry stairs.  The front of the porch also has two lion heads.   
 

The garage is detached and is constructed of brick and slip-glazed, hollow terra cotta blocks.  The 
blocks were created by John T. McRoy to carry underground electrical lines.  The garage is unique 
because it uses these blocks as building materials.  Both the house and the garage are considered for 
landmark status. 
 
 
Historic Landmark Designation: 
The petitioner is requesting historic landmark designation.  The requirements for historic landmark 
designation are below. 
 

1. It is within the corporate boundaries of the City of Crystal Lake; and 
2. It is over fifty years old, in whole or in part; and 
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The Historic Preservation Ordinance continues by listing a host of general considerations and items 
of architectural and historic significance to be considered for designation. The Bertram House 
satisfies the following criteria as provided in the Historic Preservation Ordinance. 
 
General Considerations 
 
� 3.99-3(c)1.1 It has significant character, interest, or value as part of the historic, cultural, 

aesthetic, or architectural characteristics of the City, the State of Illinois, or the United States 
 

The character of the house is unique.  The Prairie Box architectural style is important in Illinois 
History as it is linked to Frank Lloyd Wright. 
 
� 3.99-3(c)1.2 It (the structure) is closely identified with a person or persons who significantly 

contributed to the culture or development of the City, the state of Illinois or the United States. 
 

Paul Bertram, the original builder, was responsible for several lasting contributions to the City and 
McHenry County.  Known as Mr. Zoning he made improvements to the building codes and worked 
as zoning enforcement officer.  Also his work on the fire department and with the State Fire Marshal 
probably led him to the unique choice of building materials. 
 
� 3.99-3(c)1.4 It has a unique location or single physical characteristic(s) that make it an 

established or familiar visual feature. 
 

The architectural materials are unique for the area.  The manufactured concrete block was both 
smooth and resembling rough stone.  The sculpted lion statues on the front of the porch and either 
side of the stairway are unique elements that do not appear on other houses in the area.   
 
 
Architectural Significance 
� 3.99-3(c)2.1 It represents certain distinguishing characteristics of architecture inherently 

valuable for the study of a time period, type of property, method of construction, or use of 
indigenous materials. 

 

The house is a good example of early American Foursquare or Prairie Box architecture.  Most homes 
of this type were constructed with Clapboard exterior siding, but this home was constructed with the 
manufactured concrete blocks.  This house is both a great example of the Prairie Box architectural 
type and the use of unique and indigenous materials as the block was manufactured in Chicago. 
 
The garage structure was constructed utilizing terra cotta block patented to carry underground 
electrical lines.  There are very few examples of this material being used for construction purposes.   
 
� 3.99-3(c)2.2 It embodies elements of design, detail, material, or craftsmanship of exceptional 

quality. 
 

The manufactured concrete blocks have both smooth face and rough face with the rough blocks 
resembling natural stone.  The lions on either side of the porch entry stairway and the lions in the 
front wall of the porch exhibit unique craftsmanship. 
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� 3.99-3(c)2.4 It is one of the few remaining examples of a particular architectural style and had 
undergone little or no alterations since its original construction or has been property restored. 

 

The home has not undergone any additions or alterations to the exterior building footprint.  In 
addition, the garage remains in the same location.  Repairs are necessary to the garage and the 
exterior elements of the house to properly restore it.  
 
Historic Significance 
� 3.99-3(c)3.1 It is an exceptional example of an historic or vernacular style or is one of the few 

such remaining properties of its kind in the City. 
 

The house and garage are unique for the area because of the building materials used to construct 
them both.  The architectural style is another great example of Prairie Box architecture. 
 
COMMENTS AND CONCLUSIONS 
The following comments and conclusions are based on staff review and analysis prior to the 
meeting.  They are to be considered viable unless evidence is established to the contrary. 
 

Staff has no other comments and comes to the conclusion that this house meets the standards to be 
considered for landmark status. 
 
HISTORIC LANDMARK DESIGNATION  - To be reviewed by the Historic Preservation 
Commission and acted upon by the City Council. 
 
The Historic Preservation Commission may recommend approval of the Historic Landmark 
Designation for the Bertram House located at 50 N. Caroline Street, to the City Council.   
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