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DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT SERVICES 

 
Planning Division 

 
m e m o r a n d u m 

 
 

TO:   The Urbana Historic Preservation Commission 
 
FROM:  Rebecca Bird, Historic Preservation Planner 
 
DATE:  June 26, 2008 
 
SUBJECT: 508 West Elm Street (Bills House): Preliminary determination for a historic 

landmark application, Case No. HP 08-L-02 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Historic Preservation Case No. HP 08-L-02 is an application by Ilona Matkovszki to designate the house 
at 508 W. Elm Street (referred to as the Bills House) as a local historic landmark. Julian Gorski is the 
property owner. On April 14, 2008, JSM Development applied for a demolition permit for this address. 
The property is subject to Urbana’s 45-day demolition delay, during which time the petitioner submitted 
the landmark designation application.   
 
The Historic Preservation Ordinance requires that the Commission first make a preliminary 
determination as to whether the proposed landmark is eligible for designation. Should the Commission 
find that the property qualifies for designation as a local landmark by meeting one or more of the criteria 
provided in Section XII-5.C of the Urbana Zoning Ordinance, a public hearing will follow within 45 
days of the preliminary determination. In this case, the public hearing would be scheduled for August 6, 
2008. 
 
If the application is submitted by someone other than the property owner but the owner agrees to the 
landmark designation by means of a signed Registered Preference form, the Commission may approve 
or deny the application by a majority vote of the Commissioners then holding office. Otherwise, the 
Historic Preservation Commission shall recommend to the Urbana City Council whether to approve or 
deny said application by a majority of the Commissioners then holding office and the City Council will 
decide whether to so designate the property.  
 
Should the application for designation as a local landmark be approved, the new owner would be 
required to obtain a Certificate of Appropriateness from the Historic Preservation Commission for future 
exterior changes to the property, including any proposed demolition. 
 



 
 

 2

Background  
 
According to the application, the house was built in 1889 by Frank L. Bills, an Urbana postmaster and 
prominent businessman. The application states that the structure is an example of the Queen Anne / 
Classical Revival transitional architectural style. 
 
Based on extensive research and documentation in terms of the criteria for designation, the applicant 
states that the Bills House: 

 
• Has significant value as part of the architectural, artistic, civic, cultural, economic, 

educational, ethnic, political or social heritage of the nation, state, or community;  
• Is associated with an important person or event in national, state, or local history;  
• Is representative of the distinguishing characteristics of an architectural 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; and 

• Is identifiable as an established and familiar visual feature owing to its unique location or 
physical characteristics. 

 
 
Discussion 
 
The action necessary at the July 2nd Historic Preservation Commission meeting is a preliminary 
determination as to whether the property is eligible for designation as a local historic landmark.   
 
Criteria 
 
Under Section XII-5.C of the Urbana Zoning Ordinance, the proposed landmark must meet one or more 
of the following criteria for designation. Following each criteria (provided in italics) is analysis offered 
by City staff. 
 

a) Significant value as part of the architectural, artistic, civic, cultural, economic, educational, 
ethnic, political or social heritage of the nation, state, or community. 

 
This criterion raises a question about what constitutes “significant value” in the above-listed categories. 
The application provides no information on the Bills House having significant value as part of Urbana’s 
artistic, economic, educational, ethnic, or political heritage, but provides the following relevant 
information regarding the architectural, civic, cultural and social value of the Bills House. Specifically, 
this criterion addresses what constitutes significant value as part of Urbana’s architectural heritage in a 
discussion of the location of the Bills House on one of the most significant streets in Urbana’s history. 
According to the application, Elm Street was one of the most prestigious residential streets, housing five 
mayors, two State Senators, as well as judges, industrialists, and professors between 1850 and 1900. An 
Elm Street Historic District, from Cedar Street to Busey Avenue, would certainly have significant value 
as part of Urbana’s architectural heritage, and most likely as part of Urbana’s civic, cultural, and social 
heritage as well. It is important for the Commission to consider whether being on a historically 
significant street constitutes “significant value.” For further discussion on the architectural value of the 
house, see Criterion c).  Having significant value as part of Urbana’s civic heritage implies a strong 
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connection with local government or with the duties and obligations of belonging to Urbana as a 
community. It may be helpful to consider Frank Bills’ tenure as an Urbana postmaster to address this 
question. Cultural heritage could refer to the arts, of which there is no mention in the application, or it 
could be similar to social heritage. In terms of social history, the application states that the Bills were 
part of Urbana’s social elite and includes several quotes from the local newspapers of the day which 
discuss the construction of the Bills’ house as well as several social activities involving the Bills.  
 
City staff does not find a clear demonstration in the application that the Bills House has significant value 
as part of the architectural, artistic, civic, cultural, economic, educational, ethnic, political or social 
heritage of the community. The application may marginally meet this criterion in terms of significant 
value as part of Urbana’s architectural, civic, and social heritage due to the significance of Elm Street, 
Frank Bills’ 4-year tenure as an Urbana postmaster, and of the Bills’ social standing. However, while 
Elm Street would most likely meet the criteria for being designated a historic district, City staff does not 
think that translates into every house on Elm Street being worthy of individual landmark designation. 
Additionally, while Mr. Bills was a postmaster and the Bills’ activities were reported in the local 
newspapers, City staff thinks that too fails to bestow sufficient significance to individually list their 
house as a local landmark.    
 
 

b) Associated with an important person or event in national, state or local history. 
 
As the application provides no connection to a person or event in national or state history or to an event 
in local history, applying this criterion raises the question about what qualifies as an “important person” 
in local history. The house was built for Grace and Frank L. Bills. Grace Bills was an officer of the 
Illinois Federation of Women’s Clubs and a member of the Daughters of the American Revolution. 
Frank Bills had a watch and jewelry shop, served as an Urbana postmaster for approximately four years, 
and then went into the telephone business, installing exchanges, and as a manager for Bell Telephone 
Company. According to the application, the Bills were part of Urbana’s high society and their activities 
were often reported in the local newspapers. The application also documents important people 
associated with the subject property before it was subdivided and before the house in question was built. 
(See Exhibit D:  Application, page 5, for more information.) 
  
City staff does not find a clear demonstration that the Bills House is associated with an important person 
in local history. The application presumes media coverage connotes significance, but the information 
provided in the application does not support this. The information provided regarding the Bills does not 
demonstrate a specific contribution to Urbana’s history which would qualify the Bills as important in 
local history.  
 
 

c) Representative of the distinguishing characteristics of an architectural 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. 

 
This criterion addresses architecture and raises a question about what constitutes an “inherently 
valuable” architectural type. The Bills House was built in 1889 in the Queen Anne architectural style, 
which was the predominant residential architectural style at the end of the 19th century. The steeply 
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pitched hipped roof with lower cross gables, cutaway bay window, and semi-hexagonal tower are all 
identifying features of the Queen Anne style present in the Bills House. Avoiding a smooth-walled 
appearance is a hallmark of this style, generally achieved either through using several wall materials or 
differing textures or through devices such as bays, towers, and overhangs. Although the building form 
and massing remain, the Bills House has been covered in wide aluminum siding, thereby obscuring the 
original wall materials. While the body of the house is built in the Queen Anne style, the porch has 
elements of the Colonial Revival style, including five classical Doric columns. This is consistent with 
the Free Classic subtype of the Queen Anne architectural style which became popular around 1890 and 
has much in common with some early Colonial Revival houses. The first Sanborn Map that includes the 
500 block of W. Elm Street is the 1909 map, which depicts the footprint of the Bills House in 1909 to be 
identical to the footprint today.    
 
The second part of this criterion deals with integrity—the ability of the house to convey its significance.  
As mentioned above, the original Queen Anne building form and massing remain, but the original siding 
has been covered, thereby compromising the house’s architectural integrity. The original roof lines 
remain, as do the cornice returns on the gables, but the original trim and details are no longer visible. It 
is unclear if they have simply been covered or if they were removed when the aluminum siding was 
installed. The window openings appear original, but the window trim is no longer visible. The addition 
of the aluminum siding has negatively affected the integrity of the house.  
 
To provide guidance to the Commission in addressing this question, City staff surveyed Certified Local 
Governments in Illinois regarding individually-listed local landmarks with non-original siding. Of the 20 
municipalities that responded, only one community felt that non-original siding would not be 
problematic. Many communities said that the building would have to be very significant historically 
(and in a very significant location) to be designated a landmark if it were covered in artificial siding. The 
following is a chart of the communities who responded with information that might be helpful to the 
Commission: 
 
City Landmarks & 

Districts 
Comments on Designating a Landmark with Non-original Siding 

Blue Island 37 landmarks 
1 district 
   (27 properties) 

Blue Island has one individually listed home with artificial siding. The 
home-owner applied for designation. The house, built in the 1850s, was 
the home of the first German settler in Blue Island and had great 
historical significance. 

Oak Park 35 landmarks 
3 districts 
   (3,500 properties) 

The HPC has designated a building with non-original siding as a 
landmark, dependant on restoration plans—the designation is tied to the 
restoration.  

St. Charles 35 landmarks 
2 districts 
   (334 properties) 

St. Charles has one landmark with artificial siding. It was designated on 
the importance of its history, but the Commission noted that although it 
has artificial siding much of its significant decorative features were 
maintained and the original clapboards could easily be restored.  

Quincy 91 landmarks 
3 districts 
   (39 properties) 

Quincy has one landmark with artificial siding. The sided area is very 
small—an area on the 3rd floor below the eaves—and is located on the 
rear façade and not visible from the front or side streets. 
 

City Landmarks & 
Districts 

Comments on Designating a Landmark with Non-original Siding 
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West 
Chicago 

7 landmarks 
2 districts 
   (116 properties) 

West Chicago has two landmarks with non-original siding. Both were 
designated for historical reasons. The owners of both supported the 
designation. 

Joliet 72 landmarks 
8 districts 
    (70 properties) 

Joliet has two landmarks with aluminum siding. Both were designated 
for historic significance. One is a documented “Sears” house and the 
other is the mansion home of a prominent Joliet citizen. The mansion 
retains much of its integrity despite the siding.  

Belvidere 28 landmarks 
1 district 

Belvidere has two landmarks with artificial siding. Both designations 
were supported by the owners and have much of the original detailing 
(soffit and fascia boards are original). 

Marion 28 landmarks 
0 districts 

Marion recently designated a 108 year old home with a significant 
history even though it is covered in aluminum siding. The house is 
surrounded by businesses interested in demolishing it and the owner 
considered designation a form of protection for his house. 

  
 
City staff finds that the Bills House is representative of the distinguishing characteristics of the Queen 
Anne architectural style inherently valuable for the study of a period and of the style, but that the 
addition of the aluminum siding has compromised its ability to convey its architectural significance. 
Although the eight communities listed above all have at least one individually listed local landmark with 
non-original siding, they either were not listed for their architectural significance or the designation was 
owner supported and the building retained much of the original detailing.  
 
 

d) Notable work of a master builder, designer, architect or artist whose individual genius has 
influenced an area. 

 
The Bills House does not qualify under criterion d). The application does not provide information about 
the builder, designer, or architect and City staff has no further information about the builder, designer, or 
architect.  
 
 

e) Identifiable as an established and familiar visual feature in the community owing to its unique 
location or physical characteristics. 

 
This criterion asks the Commission to consider two questions: 1) whether its unique location makes the 
Bills House a visual feature (a “landmark,” in non-historic preservation terms) in Urbana, and 2) 
whether its unique physical characteristics identify the Bills House as an Urbana “landmark.” As 
discussed under Criterion a), the Bills House was located on one of the most prominent residential 
streets of its day. It may be helpful here to consider whether location on this street identifies the Bills 
House as an established visual feature. Another point to consider is the location of the Bills House 
between two local landmarks one property away to the east (Freeman House and Sutton House) and a 
local historic district (Buena Vista Historic District) one property away to the west (see map below). 
Additionally, there are two other local landmarks located nearby (Ricker House and Lindley House).  
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The section discussed under Criterion c) deals with the unique physical characteristics of the house, such 
as the Queen Anne architectural style and the Colonial Revival details on the porch. The Queen Anne 
architectural style was the dominant residential style from about 1880 until 1900. It may be useful to 
consider here, too, the issue of integrity.  
 
City staff finds that the application does not make a clear case that the Bills House is identifiable as an 
established and familiar visual feature in the community owing to its unique location or its physical 
characteristics. Although the Bills House is located in a significant neighborhood (one that is most likely 
worthy of historic district designation), that alone does not establish the house as an Urbana “landmark.” 
Additionally, the physical characteristics of the house are not particularly unique (unlike the landmarks 
on either side of the Bills House) and have been at least partially obscured by the addition of aluminum 
siding. 
 
 

f) Character as a particularly fine or unique example of a utilitarian structure, including, but not 
limited to, farmhouses, gas stations or other commercial structures with a high level or integrity 
or architectural significance. 

 
The Bills House does not qualify under criterion f). The house is not a utilitarian structure.   
 
 

g) Located in an area that has yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important in history or 
prehistory. 

 
The Bills House does not qualify under criterion g). City staff and the applicant are not aware of any 
archaeological significance of the area. 
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Other Considerations 
 
Several other points may be helpful for the Commission in making a preliminary determination. First, 
although the Commission may well want to consider the pending demolition of the Bills House in their 
discussion, the Commission is restricted by Section XII-5.C of the Urbana Zoning Ordinance to 
evaluating the application based on the criteria discussed above. Second, the Commission may want to 
think about what it means to be an Urbana Historic Landmark. The criteria in the Zoning Ordinance use 
language that is general and subjective. The last three landmark applications the Commission considered 
unmistakably met numerous criteria, which prevented the Commission from being confronted with the 
questions that this application raises, such as what constitutes “significant value”? With this application, 
however, it is not clear that any one of the criteria is unmistakably met and so the Commission must 
answer those difficult questions.  
 
It may be useful at this point to review the City’s locally designated landmarks and districts. The City of 
Urbana has 7 local landmarks and 3 historic districts, briefly described in the following chart.  
 

 
URBANA LOCAL LANDMARKS AND HISTORIC DISTRICTS 

 
LANDMARKS   
Sutton House 502 W Elm St Built in 1889, this house is an excellent example of the Queen 

Anne architectural style and is one of the few remaining 
examples of this style executed in brick. Built for the widow of 
the “Brick King of Champaign County,” it is the only 
documented residential structure built of bricks from one of 
Urbana’s important brickyards. 

Freeman House 504 W Elm St This Classical Revival house was designed by Urbana’s 
preeminent architect, Joseph Royer, for the owner of Urbana’s 
first movie theater in 1902. Although the house was converted 
to apartments by the 1950s, the integrity of the house remains. 

Lindley House 312 W Green St This house, designed by a prominent local architect, Rudolf 
Gill, in 1895 is an excellent example of the Queen Anne 
architectural style and maintains a high degree of integrity.  

Ricker House 612 W Green St Nathan Ricker built this house in 1892 in the Queen Anne 
architectural style. Mr. Ricker was instrumental in establishing 
the architecture program at the University of Illinois and was 
responsible for the design of many key University buildings, 
many of which are now on the National Register of Historic 
Places. 

Tiernan’s Block / 
Masonic Temple 

115 W Main St Built in 1871, the ground floor was a commercial space with 
an opera house upstairs. The Classical Revival terra cotta 
façade of the building was designed by Joseph Royer. 

Busey’s Hall / 
The Princess 
Theatre 

120-124 W Main 
St 

This building, originally an opera house built in 1870, was one 
of the first brick buildings in Urbana. The Princess Theatre 
alteration occurred in 1915 and the art deco façade was added 
in 1934.  
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Gothic Revival 
House 

108 N Webber St This house is one of the earliest documented houses in Urbana. 
Built circa 1855, it is one of the few examples of Greek and 
Gothic Revival architecture in Urbana and central Illinois. 

DISTRICTS   
West Main Street 800 Block of West 

Main St 
This district comprises 14 structures on one of the oldest 
residential streets in the City. Highlights in the district include 
an Italianate style house with long arched windows and a 
cupola built circa 1870 for Matt Busey and a 1904 Arts & 
Crafts style house built for a state senator. 

Royer 801 W Oregon St 
701 S Busey Ave 

The district is comprised of Joseph Royer’s original residence 
and a “mother-in-law cottage” Royer designed subsequent to 
the construction of the primary residence. The main house was 
built in 1905 in the mission architectural style with an Arts and 
Crafts influence. The cottage was built in 1923 in the English 
Revival architectural style.  

Buena Vista #1 - #8 Buena 
Vista Court 

This district includes 8 bungalows nestled in two rows with a 
courtyard between the rows with an original entrance arch and 
birdbath. The bungalows were built in 1926 and are in the 
Spanish Colonial Revival architectural style. No two 
bungalows are alike, but each one compliments the others as 
they incorporate different elements and characteristics of the 
Spanish Colonial style. 

 
 
 
Summary of Findings 
 
Recommended statements of findings based on the application and Staff analysis are below. The 
Commission may change the findings based on the Commission’s discussion. 
 

1. Article XII. of the Urbana Zoning Ordinance provides the City of Urbana the authority to 
designate local landmarks and historic districts with the stated purpose to promote the 
educational, cultural, economic and general welfare of the community. 

 
2. The City of Urbana on May 29, 2008 received a complete application to designate the property 

located at 508 W. Elm Street as a local landmark.  
 

3. The property located at 508 W. Elm Street and known as the Bills House was constructed in 
1889 in the Queen Anne architectural style. 

 
4. The Bills House does not have significant value as part of the architectural, artistic, civic, 

cultural, economic, educational, ethnic, political or social heritage of the nation, state, or 
community.  

 
5. The Bills House is not associated with an important person or event in national, state or local 

history. 



 
 

 9

 
6. The Bills House is representative of the distinguishing characteristics of an architectural type 

inherently valuable for the study of a period, style, and craftsmanship but does not retain 
sufficient integrity. The property is an example of the Queen Anne architectural style but the 
original exterior materials have been obscured by aluminum siding.    

 
7. The Bills House is not a notable work of a master builder, designer, architect, or artist whose 

individual genius has influenced the area.  
 
8. The Bills House is not identifiable as an established and familiar visual feature in the community 

owing to its unique location or physical characteristics. 
 

9. The Bills House is not a particularly fine or unique example of a utilitarian structure. 
 

10. The Bills House is not known to be located in an area that has yielded, or may be likely to yield, 
information important in history or prehistory. 

  
 
Options 
 
In making a preliminary determination in Case No. HP2008-L-02, the Historic Preservation Commission 
may:   
 

1) Find that the nomination does not meet the criteria for designation as a local landmark, in which 
case the application shall not be further considered; or  

 
2) Find that the nomination does meet the criteria for designation as a local landmark, in which case 

the application will proceed to a public hearing.  
 
In either case, the Historic Preservation Commission should include Findings of Fact in their motion. 
The Findings of Fact should summarize the Commission’s justification for finding that the nomination 
either does or does not meet the criteria. 
 
  
Staff Recommendation 
 
Based on the application and analysis herein, Staff recommends the Historic Preservation Commission 
find that the landmark nomination for 508 W. Elm Street does not qualify for designation as a local 
historic landmark based on the criteria set forth in Section XII-5.C of the Urbana Zoning Ordinance. 
City staff finds that although the Bills House would qualify as a contributing building in a historic 
district and that it marginally meets one or two of the criteria for individual listing, it is not significant 
enough to designate it as a local landmark, particularly with its integrity compromised by the addition of 
the aluminum siding.      
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cc:  Ilona Matkovszki, applicant 
  Elizabeth Tyler, FAICP, Community Development Director 
  Robert Myers, AICP, Planning Manager 
  Julian Gorski, property owner 
 
Attachments: Exhibit A: Location Map 
  Exhibit B: Aerial Map 
  Exhibit C: Land Use Map 
  Exhibit D: Application including photographs and maps 
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EXHIBIT B: Aerial Map
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EXHIBIT C: Land Use

Prepared 6/4/2008 by Community Development Services - rlb
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