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HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDINGS SURVEY

TOWN OF SENECA HABS No. IL-318
LOCATION S
- HA BS
The town of Seneca, located about seventy-five miles southwest of  Chicago, _/le'
occupies a strip of land approximately one and one-half miles long and one S
mile wide, It is situated in the southeastern corner of Manlius Township, Ji} -

lLaSalle County, about one mile west of the Grundy County border. /ww

Most of Seneca lies in & wide valley between the Illinois River to the south
and 100-foot bluffs to the north, straddling & section of the Illinois and
Michigan Canal. Nestled in the bend of the river, Seneca is surrounded by
rich forestland containing a variety of species. The ground is composed of
large beds of peat and soft shaly earth.

SETTLEMENT

The origins of the town of Seneca were directly tied to the construction of
the Illincis and Michigan Canal in the 18403 and of the Chicago, Rock Island
and Pacific Railroad in the early 1950s.

During the late 1830s Abel Sprague had laid claim to land on the north bluffs,
the clgim was sold, then abandoned. Not until 1848 was the claim taken up and
subsequently developed by Jeremiah Crotty (1799-1879), founder of the downtown
core and antecedent of Seneca, called "Crotty Town."

Crotty, an Irish immigrant, arrived in Lockport, Illinois, in 183%7 when the . I
& M Canal Commissioners were contracting bids for comnstruction work on the
canal. Offering $6,000 in gold coins &s his capital and collateral, he won
contracts to build sections totaling twenty miles of the canal hetween Aux
Sable and Ottawa. Crotty proved to be a key figure in the building cof the
canal, both for his entrepreéneurial spirit and his invention of an ox-driven
plow to excavate the soft, shaly earth along the canal route. He worked on
the canal until 1842 when work was suspended, and again in 1844, until the
canal was completed in spring 1848. At that time (Crotty made his claim to the
land on Seneca's bluff, pre-empting all previous claims. The house he erected
there in 1849, built by mason R. Cosgrove and carpenters John Higgins and P.
Burk, was the first house constructed in what, by 1852, would become known as

Crotty Town.

After his affiliation with the canal, Crotty contracted to build a ninety-mile
section of the Chicago, Rock Island and Pacific Railroad. Finished in 1852,
the rail line constituted the second catalyst for the founding of Seneca; it
ran along the foot of the bluffa, adjacent to Crotty's claim. In 1854 a depot
was built on the north side of the tracks and the station was named Seneca.
Three years later, Crotty surveyed his original claim on the bluff, platted a
village, and offered lots priced at $1 each, By 1860 this village consisted
of about fifteen houses and two stores. Crottity made subsequent claims that
extended the village south to the Illinois River, and east and west of the
original plat on the bluff. Although the railroad station was named Seneca,
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the federal government recognized Crotty's original claim by naming the post TOWN- OF

office, founded in 1863, for Crotty. The community, later the town, was SENECA

referred to as both Seneca and Crotty until 1957 when the Illincis State HABS No.

Legislature officially designated it as the Town of Seneca. IL-318
(rg 3)

By 1865 these three activities -- the I & M Canal, Crotty's settlement on the
north bluff, and the burgeoning railroad traffic -- helped to establish Seneca
as a thriving village. The town, however, was still isolated by a lack of a
convenient passage over the Illinois River; hence, merchants and businessmen
were unable to compete fully with those in neighboring Morris, Marseilles and
Ottawa. In 1865 several local businessmen formed the Seneca Bridge Company
and sold 800 shares of stock at $50 each to finance the construction. The
stone and wood bridge--constructed by mason A. Bruce, and Boomer and Company
of Chicago--was finished in 1866 and it immediately placed Seneca in a
competitive pogition with neighboring towns for industrial and commercial
development.

Commensurate with the rapid formation of the village of Crotty on the north
bluff came the early development of the grain industry along the I & M Canal.
Grain elevators and warehouses, erected by D. C. Underhill in 1857, Jeremisah
Crotty in 1898 and John Armour in 1862, lined the banks of the waterway around
the canal bridge. When Graves and Johnson built a large grain elevator near
the depot in 1882 -~ no doubt to take advantage of the Kankakee and Seneca
rgilroad -- some of the activity shifted to the north part of town around the
railroad depot. Terminating at Seneca, this subsidiary rail line allowed
merchants a direct route by which to transport grain to Chicago.

Building industries began in Seneca in 1870 with the esfablishment of Robinson
and MacEwen's lumberyard, which covered three acres on the south side of the
canal. In 1886 W. A. Graves and Son established a lumber company on the north
side of the canal, which still thrives today. In 1880 Frank Goode and Ed
Steep established Steep's Tile and Brick Factory, which produced the brick and
tile used in many of Seneca's commercial buildings.

In the last guarter of the nineteenth century, the grain, lumber and brick
industries, as well as coal mining and stone quarrying companies that were
active from the 1880s onward, put Seneca in a strong self-sufficient position
in terms of investment capital and building materials. Seneca's most
gignificant growth period was between 1870 and 1890, when the population
nearly doubled. During the early twentieth century, although outside
industries established themselves in Seneca, the population remained steady
and, in some years, even declined.

Residential development within the survey area of Main Street occurred between
1860 and 1890, along the two blocks between the railroad tracks and Center
Street. All of these structures are one- or two-story frame cottages of
simple Greek or Gothic Revival styling, with gable fronts and clapboard
siding. ©No brick houses were located in the survey area. The larger,
two-story dwellings vary in plan, including the -ell-plan such as 360 N. Main



Street, with its sun-porch addition; and the cross-rectangle plan of 356 N.
Main Street, a simple-but-elegant Gothic cottage. The smaller, one-story
houses are generally a variation of the shotgun plan, as found ¢on the austere
dwelling at 352 N. Main Street, contrasted with the house at 343 N. Main
Street that features a lacy, Gothic-Revival portico and windows with wooden
tracery.

Seneca's lone original c¢ivic building -- which houses the town hall offices,
jail and fire station -- was built about 1880-90 on the northwest corner of
Armour and Cash Streets. The pedimented parapet with arched corbel table (on
the town hall side of the two adjacent buildings) distinguished the civic
function of this structure from its neighbors, but its isoclated location off
Main Street among industrial structures 1is curious. The building on William
Street that currently houses additional City Hall offices was erected in 1878
as the Jackson Brothers drugstore and bank. It features distinctive red and
yellow terra cotta banding along the cornice line of the asymmetrical,
two-story brick building.

The post office in Seneca was bullt about 1913 at 248 N. Main Street next to
the canal. Originally only & meoderately interesting brick building with
decorative parapet, alterations have drastically reduced its integrity. This
building served until at least 1939; prior to 1913 the post office was located
at the Jacksens' store/bank building on William Street. (Seneca was only a
village until 1957, so most of its political and judicial activities came
under the auspices of Manlius Township, nearby Marseilles or the city of
Ottawa.)

The twentieth century brought large outside industry tc Seneca. In 1928
Graselli Powder Works established its Explosives Plant here, near E. I.
DuPont; Seneca Works, founded as the manufacturing unit of DuPont's explosives
division the same year, employed 250 residents. 1In 1942, with the advent of
World War II, the Chicago Bridge and Iron Company established the Seneca
Shipyards on the eaat edge of town limits in the middle of a cornfield. The
building of 157 Landing Ship Tanks between 1942 and 1945 brought 27,000 peorple
into Seneca and surrounding areas during the three-year period of operation.
However, although Seneca was a true war boom town, the population explosion
proved to be only temporary, for relatively few people remained in the village
after war's end. A comparison of the population statistics from 1940 to 1550
reveals an increase of only 200.
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ear

1870
1880*
1890
1500
1910
1920
1930
1940
1950%*%
1960
1970

1980

Note: Unless otherwise noted, the town was called "Crotty,’

official (Census records.
* "Seneca Village”

“¥% After 1950 the town is referred to as "Seneca”

TABLE 1-1

POPULATION TABLE
Town of Seneca

population

691

738

1,190
1,036
1,005
994

1,185
1,235
1,435
1,719
1,781

2,098

t

accordiqg to
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COMMERCTAL DEVELOPMENT

Although Seneca was already commercially thriving by the early 1860s, the
historic architecture extant on Main Street between Canal Street and the canal
itself dates from after March 1879 when a fire virtually gutted Seneca's
commercial district, destroying nineteen buildings along both sides of Main
Street, The fire occurred at a prosperous time, when the town's businesses
and its population were burgeoning. Businessmen immediately began to plan the
rebuilding of their town with larger -- and more fireproof -- commercial
structures. No doubt planning for both efficiency and profit, Goode and Steep
founded Steep's Tile and Brick Factory in 1880, thus enabling local merchants
to re-establish themselves using the less-perishable Seneca brick and tile.

Although most of Seneca's one-story commercial buildings were altered in the
1960s and 1970s with modern siding and other facade "improvements"” such as
wooden shingled overhangs, several two-story buildings still retain lively
decorative and paneled bhrickwork with stone and, more often, terra cotta trim
and accents at the second-story level.

According to the 1858-59 Directory for lLaSalle County, when Crotty platted his
claim on the north bluffs and began to sell lots in 1857, he believed this
gsite was "a fine prospect for an extensive town..." and he was "...willing to
encourage merchants to come there by giving a number of lots to such &s are
suited to the wants of the place." By 1860 the village already had a church,
schoolhouse and several stores. However, it was not until 1863 that Crotty,
deeming the flatland in the valley more readily accessible t¢ the railrcad
depot at the foot of the bluff and, thus, to potential customers, built a
store south of the tracks. He thus established what would become Seneca's
commercial and business district along the east and west sides of Main Street.

By 1865 when Crotty was incorporated, the number of the community's commercial
and business concerns had escalated. The downtown had grown to encompass
eighteen shops and stores, including five dry goods, three grocery and two
hardware; one merchant each dealt in furniture, meat, millinery, shoes,
smithing, carpentry, harness and copper. Three hotels were in operation: The
Hulbert House, Crotty House and Siegel House. 1In 1866, when Seneca needed its
own bank, the village's druggists, the Jackson brothers, opened one on William
Street.

At the beginning of the last quarter of the nineteenth century, business
activity in Seneca was firmly and prosperously established. In 1877, two
years before the fire, there were twenty stores in addition to two hotels, the
National and the Beckwith. Traffic into Seneca warranted the replacement of
the o0ld wood and stone bridge across the Illincis River with a sturdier iron
one the same year. Seneca’'s first newspaper, The Record, began publication in
1878; concurrently, Holdeman and Leland, who had taken over the Jackson _
Brothers Bank, erected a bank building {(now City Hall) on William Street. The
bank was located off the Main Street spine, closer to the grain elevators than
the commercial district; its squared plan and awkward, four-bay facade differ
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from other three-bay commercial brickfronts that began to line Main Street
during the 1880 and '90s. Its decorative polychromed terra cotta and brick

detailing would later influence the design of buildings erected in Seneca
after the fire, however, for many of these extant structures share decorative

traits with the bank building.

The 1879 fire destroyed most of Seneca's business houses. A recent history

deacribes both the fire and the commercial district:

From Underhill's the fire apread on both sides destroying
Flickinger's drug store, D.,.H. Underhill's grocery, the post

office, John Wheatten's meat market, Charles Malessa's building
on the east and the double building of Abe Holderman. Taylor's
hardware store was the first to catch on the east side, then
south it spread to H. Bilharze dry goods and grocery and to
Nusbaum's bakery and restaurant. Next went to & vacant building
owned by Jeremiah Crotty, then Mrs. M. Maxton's millinery store,
a vacant store owned by T. Clark, and te D.H. Underhill's build-
ing cccuplied by Miss Katy Hults, milliner; D. Curry, hosemaker
and A.J. Lunken's Record office. Then a vacant grain warehouse
the south side of the canal caught and was burned to the ground.
(Seneca Area Centennial, p.4.)

What could have been viewed as a devastating tragedy proved to be a catalyst
for village improvement., An account in 1886, seven years later, viewed the
fire’s effect as positive: ‘

Both sides of what is now the business street were left in a
charred and ruined condition. The loss was estimated at
$50,000. The owners of these buildings were men of push and
energy so they immediately went to work and at the present
writing that portion of the village over which the angry flames
swept is now rebuilt by large handsome brick structures, so
that while the fire was undcubtedly a means of great indivi-
dual loss it has proved a benefit to the village in the end.
(History of LaSalle County, p.36l.)

The 1880s proved to be a fruitful decade for Seneca. With yet ancther
incoming railway line completed in 1882, the Kankskee and Seneca, and with the
village population steadily increasing, commercial building flourished., An
1886 directory lists three hotels: the Clarendon House, National Hotel and
Central House., 1In addition, the village bocasted nine saloons and twenty-nine
other shops. Buildings such as 256 N. Main Street, which served the various
and sundry functions of post office and hardware store, tin shop and meeting
hall, display the robust wooden c¢ornice and decorative brick detailing typical
of the early commercial Itslianate style that predominated among building
designs nationwide during the 1880s. Although most of the original
ground-level gstorefronts such as this oneé have heen altered beyond
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recognition, the second-floor facades are often untouched and reveal Seneca's
original architectural fabric.

In the decade between 1880 and 1890, Seneca’s population escalated sharply
from 738 to 1,190. An 1896-97 county directory lists forty-nine businesses.
Pfeffer's Furniture and Undertaking Business at 304 N. Main Street and the

ad jacent structure (No. 300), are two variations of the more sophisticated of
the commercial brickfront style. The former, home of Seneca's
longest-operating business, typically has three rows of slightly recessed
panels; at the cornice line is an elaborate version of the more simple
one-story panel-brick facades built in Seneca during this decade. This
building, with much of its intericr intact, is the best-preserved historic
commercial structure in Seneca today. The neighboring 300 N. Main Street,
with its cornice of decorative brickwork in a diminutive and intricate cross
pattern, its second-story piler pilasters on the front and side facades, and
polychromed terra cotta and stone accents, harkens back to the William Street
bank building; the first floor has been refaced with stucco. Despite this
alteration, 300 and 304 N. Main Street form an imposing architectural duo at
the corner of Armour Street.

Statistics for 1900 reveal a noticeable decrease in Seneca's population, from
1,190 of a decade before down to 1,0%6. Although the population would
continue to fall steadily over the next two decades, new buildings continued
te appear on Main Street between the railroad tracks and the canal. One such
structure, 252-1/2 N. Main Street, features a shiny white-glazed brick facade,
a departure from the red-brick context of historic Seneca. Completed in 1913
and currently disfigured by a brick-faced alteration at the first-floor level,
the upper facade remains clean and severe. This light, streamlined type of
styling was Jjust beginning to infiltrate vernacular architecture before World
War I.

American Renaissance aesthetics also touched Seneca, as seen in the stone
temple-front facade of the State Bank of Seneca at 262 N. Main Street,
completed in 1914. Sanborn Fire Insurance maps for 1892 through 1939 reveal
the same building of brick load-hearing construction in this location. Based.
on field inspection and the date panel on the tympanum escutcheon, it is
evident that this classical facade was built onto the brick building in 1914.

Phe next major building to appear in Seneca's commercial district was related
to . the new popularity of the automobile. Clark's Garage, 315 N. Main Street,
was built in-1917. Made of dark brown brieck, which is unusual in Seneca, and
white glazed~tile accents, the garage had a concrete floor, tile walls, steam
heat, electric lights and a capacity of fifty-five cars in addition to work
areas. The original storefront is intact; however, the bullding is vacant and

geriously deteriorated.

Although Sanborn maps indicate that most of Seneca's one-story commercial
structures were erected between 1890 and 1907, most have been remodeled or
refaced. The facades of many Main Street buildings have the flat quality of
standard brick commercial structures of the 1940s. This may have resulted
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from the town's brief World War II boom period; economic prosperity peaked in
1942-45 when 27,000 persons poured into Seneca to build 157 landing-ship tanks
for the federal government.

The architectural heritage of Seneca's commercial district dates essentially
from the four decades at the turn of the century: 1880 to 1920. Although
statigstics show a steady increase in population since 1920, virtually no
substantial building has cccurred in the commercial area since. About 50
percent of the stores in the commercial district are vacant and Seneca’s Main
Street appears to desperately need both economic and aesthetic
revitalization, With the exception of a few scattered stores just south of
the canal and a modest two-store "shopping center” located between the canal
and the Illinois River, Seneca's daily commercial activity is still
concentrated in the commercial area between the tracks and the canal.

METHODOLOGY

Planning

The inventory of Seneca's architecture was limited to the historic commercial
core. All structures on Main Street between the railroad tracks on the north
and the I & M Canal on the south were surveyed. Fieldwork and research were

conducted in a one-week period in July 1986.

Research

The Seneca Public Library has little in the way of resources except the
boocklet published on the occasion of Seneca's Sesquicentennial in 1965.
Libraries in Peru, LaSalle, Marseilles, Ottawa and the LaSalle County
Historical Society in Utica have town directories, plat maps and brief
histories of Seneca, but in general, resources were frustratingly incomplete.
There is no¢ collection of Seneca newspapers and building records before 1950
are non-existent. The single-most important resource for the survey were
Sanborn Fire Insurance maps, available for the years 1892, 18%8, 1907, 1913,
1924 and 1939.

Fieldwork
Fieldwork was carried out by one surveyor according to the methodology
outlined above. The survey area included 46 residential and commercial

buildings.

The structures were evaluated and categorized using the system explained in
the general methodology section above.
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