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1. Name of Property
historic name Colby/Petersen Farm
other names/site number
Colby Farm; Historic Petersen Farm
Name of Multiple Property Listing N/A
(Enter "N/A" if property is not part of a multiple property listing)

2. Location
street & number 4112 McCullom Lake Road

not for publication

city or town McHenry

vicinity

state

county

Illinois

zip code 60050

McHenry

3. State/Federal Agency Certification
As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended,
I hereby certify that this
nomination
request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for
registering properties in the National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements
set forth in 36 CFR Part 60.
In my opinion, the property
meets
does not meet the National Register Criteria. I recommend that this property
be considered significant at the following level(s) of significance:
national
statewide
local
Applicable National Register Criteria:

A

B

C

D

Signature of certifying official/Title: Deputy State Historic Preservation Officer

Date

Illinois Department of Natural Resources - SHPO
State or Federal agency/bureau or Tribal Government
In my opinion, the property

meets

does not meet the National Register criteria.

Signature of commenting official

Title

Date

State or Federal agency/bureau or Tribal Government

4. National Park Service Certification
I hereby certify that this property is:
entered in the National Register

determined eligible for the National Register

determined not eligible for the National Register

removed from the National Register

other (explain:)

Signature of the Keeper

Date of Action
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5. Classification
Ownership of Property

Category of Property

Number of Resources within Property

(Check as many boxes as apply.)

(Check only one box.)

(Do not include previously listed resources in the count.)

x

private
public - Local
public - State
public - Federal

x

Contributing

Noncontributing

building(s)
district
site
structure

4
1

3

buildings
site
structure
object

object

5

1
4

Total

Number of contributing resources previously
listed in the National Register
N/A

6. Function or Use
Historic Functions

Current Functions

(Enter categories from instructions.)

(Enter categories from instructions.)

DOMESTIC/single dwelling
DOMESTIC/secondary structure
AGRICULTURE/outbuildings
AGRICULTURE/animal outbuilding

RECREATION & CULTURE/outdoor recreation

7. Description
Architectural Classification

Materials

(Enter categories from instructions.)

(Enter categories from instructions.)

Mid-Nineteenth Century: Greek Revival

foundation: Stone
walls: Brick; wood
roof:
other:

Asphalt; wood
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Narrative Description
(Describe the historic and current physical appearance and condition of the property. Describe contributing and noncontributing resources if applicable.
Begin with a summary paragraph that briefly describes the general characteristics of the property, such as its location, type, style, method of
construction, setting, size, and significant features. Indicate whether the property has historic integrity).

Summary Paragraph

The Colby/Petersen Farm is a 150-year-old family farm site situated on 60 acres (the original farmstead had
several hundred acres) owned by the City of McHenry in McHenry County, Illinois. The nomination includes
only 3.29 acres of the property, which creates a perimeter around the historic farmstead site presently managed
by the city’s Historic Landmark Commission. The farmstead site is composed of four contributing buildings,
three non-contributing out-buildings built after 1969, and one non-contributing Daughters of the American
Revolution monument. The contributing buildings include the farm house, two barns, and a mechanic garage.
Mature trees surround the property and it is across the street from a public park. The buildings and landscape
associated with the farm are in a good state of preservation.
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Narrative Description

Description of Site
The Colby/Petersen Farm is a historic dairy farm located on 4112 McCullom Lake Road in McHenry, Illinois.
The City of McHenry is on the edge of the divide between suburban Chicagoland and rural Illinois and lies
along the Fox River. The 60-acre property currently owned by the city government comprises of level farmland,
wet prairie, an oak savanna, and meadow. The 3.29-acre boundary maintained by the City of McHenry
Landmark Commission consists of the historic farm buildings being nominated (hereafter referred to as the
“site” or the “farmstead”).
The nominated site is bordered on the north-west by wet prairie and farmland maintained by the McHenry
township. To the north-east lies meadow, an oak savanna, and more farmland also used by the McHenry
township. A gravel driveway from the site makes a loop through the oak savanna. To the south-east the site is
abutted by another private property. Each of these three boundaries is roughly marked by a stand of oak trees
(see Figure 1). The site is bordered on the south-west by McCullom Lake Road. Many more trees used to line
the south-west edge of the property along the road which have since been chopped down (see Figure 11),
although some trees remain on the site. On the other side of McCullom Lake Road is Petersen Park, a public
park on land that was previously part of the farm. Petersen Park also features McCullom Lake to the west,
where the Petersens once gathered ice to refrigerate dairy produced on the farm. Within the boundaries, the
open space around the farm buildings mostly consist of grassy lawns and a few scattered trees that have
changed little since the period of significance. To the immediate east of the milk house there is a concrete pad
roughly 70 feet in diameter. To the south-west of the Greek Revival farmhouse is a non-contributing plastic
picket fence that dates to approximately the 1990s, although it is similar in style to a wooden fence that
originally surrounded the farmhouse (see Figure 8).
Recent suburban development further to the east along Richmond Road and the creation of Petersen Park to the
south has reduced much of the original farmland from the 19th and early 20th centuries, but the site still
maintains its agricultural setting and bucolic feeling.
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Contributing Buildings
The Farmhouse
The centerpiece of the site is the farm house. This house was built c. 1850, after the first farmhouse, located on
the opposite side of McCullom Lake Road, burned down. The Colby/Petersen farmhouse is a Greek Revival
home that has maintained its design integrity. It features a side-facing gable roof and is made of light tancolored brick with a stone foundation and wood frames on all doors and windows. The brick work around the
upper walls retains workmanship integrity as it features the original frieze band, cornice returns, and two rows
of dentil. The roof is gabled and covered in asphalt shingles. The house meets the material aspect of integrity as
all elements are all either original or close approximations used in repairs, with no major aesthetic or physical
changes.
The house features a basement, ground floor, and second floor. The basement and second floor are each roughly
654.5 square feet. The ground floor is roughly 833.5 square feet total as the kitchen adds another 160 square
feet. The attached one-car garage is not included in the square footage. There are no additions that obscure the
design of the original structure.
The front of the house faces south-west onto McCullom Lake Road. This face of the house features a wooden
front door, two-over-two double sash windows on either side of the front door, and a poured concrete porch
with Tuscan, wooden columns on concrete block bases supporting the portico. The front entrance has both a
wood door and screen door in the frame. The rectangular transom and sidelight frames are still present, though
they are currently boarded up and do not have glass in them. Like the other windows in the house, the entryway
window frames are all wood. The boards are on the interior, so the frames can still be seen from the front porch
The north-west façade of the house features two windows on the first floor and two on the second floor. The
north-east façade features a single stained-glass window. The one-car garage, which was added in the 1940s, is
attached to the north-east façade of the house and extends toward the rear. It is clad with asphalt shingles that
resemble brick and has a single door with an exterior screen located behind the kitchen and facing north-west.1
The south-east façade of the house features two windows on the left side of the chimney, one on the ground
floor and one on the second floor. There is a door to the right of the chimney on the ground floor. The exterior
chimney is made from brick and extends from the ground to roughly three feet above the roofline.
The interior of the basement exposes the stone foundation. The floor of the basement is poured concrete and
features a small cistern dug into the ground beneath the foundation. The concrete is a twenty-first century
addition and the cistern pre-dates the house. The beams of the ground floor are exposed overhead. The ceiling
of the basement is roughly five feet high, though the floor was lower before the concrete was poured.
The ground floor is composed of a kitchen, dining room, living room, bedroom, bathroom, closet, and utility
room. The one-car garage is considered an addition and therefore is not included in the house measurements.
The one-car garage is attached to the kitchen, which is in turn attached to the living room via the dining room.
The front door opens into the living room and the ground floor bedroom has an exterior door. The living spaces
on the first floor are carpeted and the walls are covered by faux wood paneling, both remnants from the Petersen
family’s decision to redecorate the house in the 1970s. The kitchen has linoleum flooring and décor from the
1940s. All the interior trim, baseboards, and crown molding appear to have been installed during the 1940s and

1

City of McHenry Landmarks Commission, “Colby/Petersen Homestead,” 2000.
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1970s renovations. The stairwell was added in the early 20th century. It is also carpeted and is illuminated by the
stained-glass window that faces out to the north-east.
The second-floor features two bedrooms, each with its own closet. There is also a storage room on the northwest side. Across from the storage room is the second-floor bathroom and additional closet space. The walls on
the second floor are made of plaster and covered in floral wallpaper, which shows mild water damage.
Changes to the House Over Time
The Colby/Petersen family made a few changes to the house over the century they lived on the farm. Peter and
Caroline Petersen added the front porch, including the portico and support posts, in 1909. The lower two feet of
the support posts are made of stone and are solid. The upper wood portions are in need of maintenance but are
stable. Their children, Kenneth and Frances, wrote their names in the cement of the porch along with the year.
Additional extensions behind the original 1860s structure were made sometime in the late 19th century,
including a side porch adjacent to a back portion of the house with an unknown use (see Figure 9). The original
kitchen was in what is now the dining room. In the 1940s, around when the house first received electricity, this
back portion was expanded to create a modern kitchen. The side porch was torn down and replaced with a bay
window. Around the time of the kitchen renovations, an attached single-car garage was also constructed further
to the north-east.
Sometime around 1900, the family changed the cottage stairwell from straight stairs to switchback stairs and
converted the upstairs into two bedrooms to accommodate their growing family. They also installed the upstairs
bathroom. At this time, they also changed the chimney and the upstairs windows on the north-east face. Prior to
the bathroom installation there was only one centered window upstairs and the chimney was set inside the wall.
Now there is one window in the bathroom, one window in the bedroom, and the chimney is on the exterior of
the wall. The fireplace that once connected to the exterior chimney is no longer visible, though the wall where it
would have been extends out two inches into the ground floor bedroom, which is at present used as an office
space. It is possible that this chimney originally served a wood or coal burning stove that was later removed
during a later renovation, but this is not conclusive. Originally there was a second chimney on the north-west
side of the house. This was presumably taken down during renovations to the second floor.
When Kenneth Petersen handed the farm over to his son Bob Petersen in the 1970s, they made some minor
changes to the interior of the first floor. They moved the wall between the first-floor bedroom and the living
room to make the bedroom bigger and shifted the bedroom door closer to the staircase. Bob Petersen added a
private bathroom off the ground floor bedroom, a small storage area, and an exterior door off the storage area.
This was also the period when they covered the walls of the ground floor in faux wood paneling.
The Mechanic Garage
Bob Petersen’s mechanic garage is in the backyard, nearest to the east corner of the house. Bob Petersen built
this garage c. 1955 to house his mechanic business. The garage has a shed attached on the left. The garage
portion has a front gable roof. The shed has a half-pitch roof connected to the garage’s gable roof.
The north-west face has a sectional garage door and two doors for human access on either side. The tan door on
the right-hand side of the garage door opens into the garage itself. The brown door on the left opens into the
attached shed. There are two windows on the south-west wall. The exterior walls are covered in asphalt shingle
sheets designed to mimic the tan brick of the house.
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The Horse Barn
The horse barn stands behind the farm house and to the west of Bob Petersen’s garage. It is made of white oak,
is painted red, and has a gambrel roof with ventilators on the ridgeline. The south-east face of the horse barn
currently has a metal sectional garage door, but the tracks for the original sliding double doors are still on the
barn. There is a window on either side of the door, a hay loft door above the main door, and an oval-shaped
window near the peak of the roof.
The doors on the north-east face of the barn are original. There are two hay loft doors: one double-door above a
single door. There are also two three-over-three fixed-sash windows, one on either side of the hay loft doors.
When it was first built, this barn had a half-pitched roof with a cupola, but Peter and Kenneth Petersen replaced
it with the current gambrel roof c. 1920, so they could have more space to store hay in the loft.2 The gambrel
roof is covered in cedar shingles and has two cupolas. A fenced feeding pasture for the horses used to extend
from the north side of the horse barn (see Figure 11), which has since been taken down.
The interior of the horse barn is all unpainted wood. There are two horse stalls on the north-west wall of the
barn, near the north-east doors. Each stall has a small window for the plow horses to look outside. There are
also small storage rooms along either long wall of the barn. The rest of the first floor is open space and is
currently used to store the hayride trailer. The second-floor loft was used to store hay.
This building maintains its location, setting, and material integrity.
The Dairy Barn
The dairy barn is located in the north-west corner of the site. The main portion of the barn was built in 1879. It
is a “raised” or “basement” barn, which is the most popular design for dairy barns in the Midwest.3 The barn is
made of white oak wood painted red and features a moderately-pitched gabled roof with wood shingles. The
barn is composed of a basement, upper floor, loft, milk house, and two silos.
The south face of the barn has a set of large, sliding, double doors that open onto the upper floor of the barn as
well as a single-entrance door into the milk house. The milk house was built in 1906. It is attached to the east
face of the barn and is shorter than the rest of the structure. There is a ramp entrance to the basement located to
the right of the milk house and a single window near the center of the barn’s roofline. The two silos are on
south-west corner of the barn.
The basement is accessible via a poured-concrete ramp on the east end of the barn, which allowed both humans
and cows to enter the milking facility. The basement is divided by a long alley down the center with milking
stanchions on either side. There are approximately 30 stanchions in the basement. The interior of the upper floor
is a three-bay threshing barn, with a loft over the easternmost bay.
The family built the taller of the two silos in 1924. It is 31’6” tall and 12’ in diameter. Kenneth Petersen built
smaller silo in 1946.4 It is 20’6” tall and 10’ in diameter. They are both set on poured concrete foundations and
are made of old growth Douglas Fir and treated with a coal tar creosote wood preserve. The silo caps are made
of white oak and covered with asphalt shingles. In 2002 the McHenry County Landmark Commission hired
2

Sandra Landen Machaj, McHenry and McCullom Lake, Images of America (Chicago: Arcadia Publishing, 2007), 31.
Ingolf Vogeler, “Dairying and Dairy Barns in the Northern Midwest,” in Allen G. Noble and Hubert G.H. Wilhelm, eds.,
Barns of the Midwest (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1995), 102.
4
Kenneth Petersen, interview by Nancy Fink, March 30, 1991, McHenry Area Historical Society, pp. 13-14
3
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R&B Enterprises, Design and Construction Ltd. to preserve the silos. They rebuilt the silo caps out of new
white oak and applied two coats of PeneTreat and two coats WR-5 to preserve the wood, but otherwise all
materials are original to the structures.5
The dairy barn maintains its location, design, setting, material, workmanship, and association integrity.
Non-contributing Buildings and Object
There are three non-contributing buildings on the site. One is a small wood cabin that is currently being used as
a storage shed. It is next to the horse barn on the south-east side. The other is a wood outhouse. The outhouse is
not functional and is purely decorative. It is between the wood cabin and the mechanic garage. Neither of these
buildings are original to the site, they were brought in as props for the annual “A Day at Petersen Farm” event
put on by the City of McHenry Landmark Commission. The third non-contributing building is a wood tool shed
located between the horse barn and the dairy barn. This shed is less than 50 years old and is only used for
storage.
The one non-contributing object on the site is a stone with a plaque from the Daughters of the American
Revolution, which was dedicated by Bob Petersen and the City of McHenry in the 1990s.
Integrity
The Colby/Petersen Farm has maintained its integrity in location, design, setting, material, workmanship,
feeling, and association. Very few changes have occurred to the extant properties or setting over time. The
farmstead has lost a few outbuildings and structures; some those losses are reflective of the modernization
occurring in farming during the early to mid-twentieth century.
In the 1970s Mike Peterson, the grandson of Frances Peterson (née Petersen), demolished the tack shed and
chicken coop at the behest of his great-uncle Kenneth Petersen. After Beatrice Petersen died there were no more
chickens on the farm, so the building was no longer needed. By the 1970s Kenneth did not have plow horses, so
the tack shed was also no longer needed. Both buildings had stood between the horse barn and the dairy barn.
The granary that used to be next to the horse barn was demolished sometime between 1929 and 1955. A metal
windmill next to the dairy barn used to pump water for the cattle but was demolished after the family sold their
cows in the early 1970s.
Despite these losses, the Colby/Petersen Farm retains its historic character and has sufficient integrity for listing
in the National Register of Historic Places.

5

City of McHenry Landmark Commission, R&B Enterprises report and recommendations, 2002, pp. 1, 3-4.
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8. Statement of Significance
Applicable National Register Criteria

Areas of Significance

(Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property
for National Register listing.)

(Enter categories from instructions.)

x A
B

Property is associated with events that have made a
significant contribution to the broad patterns of our
history.
Property is associated with the lives of persons
significant in our past.

x C Property embodies the distinctive characteristics

of a type, period, or method of construction or
represents the work of a master, or possesses high
artistic values, or represents a significant
and distinguishable entity whose components lack
individual distinction.

D

Property has yielded, or is likely to yield, information
important in prehistory or history.

SETTLEMENT
AGRICULTURE
ARCHITECTURE

Period of Significance

1850-1971
Significant Dates

c. 1850
1879
1924, 1946

Criteria Considerations
(Mark "x" in all the boxes that apply.)

Property is:
A

Owned by a religious institution or used for religious
purposes.

B

removed from its original location.

C

a birthplace or grave.

D

a cemetery.

E

a reconstructed building, object, or structure.

F

a commemorative property.

G

less than 50 years old or achieving significance within
the past 50 years

Significant Person
(Complete only if Criterion B is marked above.)

Cultural Affiliation (if applicable)

Architect/Builder

Kenneth Petersen, builder
Bob Petersen, builder
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____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Statement of Significance Summary Paragraph (Provide a summary paragraph that includes level of significance, applicable criteria,
justification for the period of significance, and any applicable criteria considerations).

The Historic Petersen Farm is significant at the local level under Criterion A: Settlement and Agriculture. Its
original owners, the Colby family, moved to McHenry from New England during the 1840s, being among the
first generation of white settlers to move to the Midwest following the 1833 Treaty of Chicago and the forced
removal of the Potawatomi. The development of the farm over the 19th century mirrored the growth of
McHenry and the Fox River valley. The farm has local significance by contributing to Chicago’s
industrialization as a dairy producer until the mid-twentieth century. Additionally, the farm meets Criterion C
significance under Architecture. The 1850s farmhouse is one of the oldest surviving Greek Revival structures in
the township and preserves most of its original features. The vernacular-designed oak barns and outbuildings,
including two Douglas Fir stave silos, are surviving representatives of late 19th and early 20th century
construction techniques of Midwest farming communities. The period of significance, 1850-1971, corresponds
with the approximate date of the Greek Revival house’s construction and the cessation of dairy production on
the farm after Beatrice Petersen’s death in 1971.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Narrative Statement of Significance (Provide at least one paragraph for each area of significance.)

Criterion A: Settlement and Agriculture
Westward Migration and Immigrant Settlers
The historic Petersen Farm located just northwest of McHenry, IL, traces its origins to 1842, when Page Colby
(1820-1905) of Danville, Vermont, migrated to the rich farmlands of Illinois near the Fox River. The Colby
family, of English and German descent, were among the first white settlers who flocked to northern Illinois
following the 1833 Treaty of Chicago.6 This treaty codified the final expulsion of Native Americans, in
particular the Potawatomi, east of the Mississippi. As such, the treaty allowed unrestricted westward migration
from the eastern states, particularly from New England.
Both McHenry County and McHenry township had been established only six years prior to Colby’s arrival. The
town’s and county’s name honored Maj. William McHenry of the Black Hawk War, the conflict that had
determined the fate of Illinois Native people and secured the arrival of settlers from the east. As the original
county seat, the town of McHenry played a large role in stimulating the arrival of land speculators, farmers, and
merchants. Page Colby, at twenty-two years old, was among these earliest settlers and therefore had access to
some of the best farmland in the Fox River valley. Between 1844 and 1849, he purchased 80 acres on the site of
the present property for $1.25 per acre, and the family farm would eventually expand to over 700 acres during
its peak years in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.7 He eventually divided this purchased land among his
descendants. One year after his arrival, Colby married Mehitabel Smith, who came from another Vermont
family that settled in Illinois.
The present farmhouse cottage dates to the 1850s and is actually the second house to have existed on the family
farm. The first wooden house from 1843 stood on part of the original property later sold to the city and turned

6

Helen Hornbeck Tanner, “Treaties”, Encyclopedia of Chicago, last updated 2005,
http://www.encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org/pages/1270.html (accessed April 18, 2019).
7
Illinois State Archives, Illinois Public Domain Land Tract Sales,
https://www.cyberdriveillinois.com/departments/archives/databases/data_lan.html (accessed July 18, 2019).
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into Petersen Park. The park lies on the west side of McCullom Lake Road and is outside the current property
under consideration.
After the original home burned down, Colby constructed a new home in the Greek Revival style for his wife
Mehitabel east of McCullom Lake Road. The farm’s proximity to McCullom Lake, less than a ¼ mile west,
granted the Colbys prime access to ice for refrigerating milk. The arrival of the Chicago and North Western
Railroad to McHenry in 1854 accelerated the Colby farm’s connection to local and regional economies. The
railroad ran adjacent to McCullom Lake Road.
The decades after the Civil War witnessed the Colby farm’s greatest growth both in terms of infrastructure and
production. Between 1879 and 1900, the Colby family built multiple structures, of which the dairy barn and
horse barn still survive.
The period of heavy immigration in the late 19th century helped the family maintain ownership of the farm
through subsequent generations. The dairy farming regions of northern Illinois, Wisconsin, and Minnesota
received large portions of Scandinavian settlers, among whom came Peter Petersen (1872-1959) of Denmark in
the 1890s. Petersen, like many other Danish settlers, brought over experience in dairy farming with Shorthorn
cattle, and he encountered the Colby family as a farmhand on the neighboring farm. In 1901, Petersen married
Page Colby’s granddaughter Caroline and lived in the Colby cottage. After the death of Page’s son Charles
Colby in 1914, Peter and Caroline Petersen inherited approximately 200 acres of farmland, including the current
site under consideration. Henceforth the farm became known as the “Petersen farm”.8
The Petersens made several additions to the property while retaining traditional farming practices from early
settler years. Peter Petersen constructed a milk house connected to the dairy barn in 1906 and a covered porch at
the front of the house in 1909. In later years, Peter and his son Kenneth Petersen (1906-1997) expanded the
storage capacity of the dairy barn with two Douglas fir silos built in 1924 and 1946. Even with these alterations,
the Petersens continued to use traditional horse-drawn plows until 1946 and had no electricity until 1941,
meaning that their techniques and lifestyle changed very little from the early settler years.9
The farm likely received modern conveniences like electricity through the New Deal’s Rural Electrification
Administration; even so, most farms in the United States had no electricity prior to the Second World War.10
Around the time the cottage received electricity, Kenneth and his wife Beatrice (nee Wilson) constructed an
expansion to the Greek Revival cottage that included a more modern kitchen, utility room, and garage.
Dairy farming entered a period of decline following the Second World War, reflecting a national trend of family
farms being put out by large-scale producers. However, the Petersens maintained possession of their family
farm by supplementing income from other sources. In the late 1950s, Robert “Bob” Petersen (1930-2002)
constructed a garage next to the horse barn that he used for an auto repair shop. Dairy production at the farm
ceased after Beatrice Petersen’s death in 1971.
While the period of significance does not cover the entire period of the Colby/Petersen family’s ownership of
the farm, the period between 1850-1971 spans five consecutive generations of contributions to the site’s present
infrastructure. Few sites are able to convey the sense of change and continuity over such a long stretch of time
8

Petersen/Fink interview, p. 6.
Petersen/Fink interview, pp. 13-14.
10
David B. Danbom, Born in the County: A History of Rural America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006),
9

220-223.
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between the mid-19th and mid-20th centuries. As a continually owned family farm between 1843-2002, the
Colby/Petersen farm qualifies for the Centennial Farms program under the Illinois Department of Agriculture.11
Agriculture
From a more utilitarian angle, the Colby/Petersen farm is also significant within Criterion A for its role in the
agricultural development of northern Illinois. At the time of the Page Colby’s first settling on the land, the
natural environs consisted of lower wetlands, higher lands with timber, prairie grass, and drainage ways into
rivers and other bodies of water. In other words, Colby settled on highly irrigable land with rich soil that had
attracted Native peoples prior to white settlement.12
In the farm’s first years, the Colbys raised Spanish Merino sheep on their property, but after an unknown period
of time, this was deemed untenable, and the family gradually transitioned to producing dairy and cultivating
grain and corn feed for their cattle. While Shorthorn cattle became the primary livestock, the family also raised
Berkshire hogs and Poland China hogs for meat, and Norman horses for plowing. According to the 1865 Illinois
state census, Page Colby’s livestock value was placed at $1227, making him among the wealthiest farmers in
the town. In the 1870 US Census, the Colby farm’s real estate value was listed at $10,000.13
The time in which the Colby family farm saw its greatest expansions (evident in the construction of the horse
and dairy barns) concurred with a period of “rapid expansion” in the Chicago region markets between 1870 and
1900, when revenue from dairy products began to outperform all other agricultural revenue sources.
Unlike cereal grain farmers, whose products suffered from large price fluctuations in this same period, dairy
producers in northern Illinois, southern Wisconsin, and southern Michigan enjoyed more market stability. A
more stable economy, enhanced by closer proximity to larger cities, diversified industries, better soil, and less
threat from the railroads, made farmers near townships like McHenry less likely to join agrarian movements
such as the Farmers’ Alliance or the Populist Party during this era. The Colbys were Republicans and were
more involved in promoting education: Charles Colby completed high school and had been a schoolteacher
before taking responsibility for part of his father Page’s estate in the 1870s and served multiple times on the
city’s school board.14
Between 1910 and 1920, dairy revenue began to decline within 50 miles of Chicago but expanded outside this
50-mile radius (See Figures 12 and 13). As most of McHenry County lay beyond 50 miles of Chicago,
agricultural revenues in the county reached all-time highs. By 1925, dairy products accounted for 31% of all
crops and livestock value in the Chicago region, with McHenry County holding the highest regional value for
livestock products at over $6.5 million ($5 million in dairy alone).15

11

For more information, see, “Centennial, Sesquicentennial & Bicentennial Farms,” Illinois Department of Agriculture,
https://www2.illinois.gov/sites/agr/Assistance/IllinoisFarmPrograms/CentennialSesquicentennial/Pages/default.aspx (accessed April
18, 2019).
12
Jay Martinez and Stephen Katz, “Description of Donated Archaeological Material from the Petersen Farmstead Property,
McHenry Township, McHenry County, Illinois,” 2013, Parks and Recreation Department, City of McHenry, 1.
13
National Archives and Records Administration (NARA), Washington, D.C., Illinois State Census and Non-population
Schedules, 1865, Archive Collection Number: T1133, Roll Number: 12; NARA, 1870 US Census, McHenry, McHenry, Illinois; Roll:
M593_257; Page: 403B.
14
Roy V. Scott, The Agrarian Movement in Illinois, 1880-1896 (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1962), 1-11; History
of McHenry County, Illinois (Chicago: Inter-State Publishing Company, 1885), 794-797.
15
Edward A. Duddy, Agriculture in the Chicago Region (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1929), 3-4, 80-81.
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The Colby/Petersen farm’s proximity to both McCullom Lake and, after 1854, the Chicago and North Western
Railroad allowed it to integrate with the local and regional economies. From ice houses at McCullom Lake,
which is one of many glacial lakes in Chicago’s hinterlands, locals produced ice blocks used to refrigerate fresh
milk from the farms for transport via rail to Chicago. The Colby/Petersen farm did not produce other dairy
products besides milk, but the railroad firmly established the farm’s connection within an interdependent
network of bovine products and refrigerated cars that proved critical to Chicago’s rapid growth in the latter half
of the nineteenth and early twentieth century. By the 1870s, the Colby family already had access rights for the
eastern and southern parts of McCullom Lake (land that now encompasses Petersen Park), from which they
extracted ice to ship milk by rail to the Chicago markets.16
During the farm’s maximum dairy production years, around 30 Shorthorns would have been milked at any one
time, making it an average to above-average sized producer by national standards during the period of
significance.17 To maximize cattle lactation periods and the quality of milk, the Petersens built silos onto the
dairy barn in the hopes of improving the cows’ feed and health. This was especially necessary following a case
of bovine tuberculosis in the early 1920s.18 Comparatively speaking, the Petersens built their silos later than the
average transition to silage feed in the 1890s-1910s. However, the wooden stave silos were already rare in a
time when most wood silos had been replaced by concrete silos in the early to mid-20th century. For dairy
farms in particular, silage kept the farms more sustainable, as the fermented feed would enable the cows to
produce more nutrient rich manure used to fertilize the soil to make more feed.19
Between the 1920s and the 1960s, the Colby/Petersen Farm generally followed broader agricultural trends of
the state. Between 1920 and 1950, the total number of dairy cattle in the state remained around 900,000, but
production per cow increased from around 4,650 pounds/year thousand to 5,630 pounds/year (Types of Farms,
1956). After 1950, the rate of production per cow accelerated more rapidly (9,200 pounds/cow by 1966) while
the numbers of cows and the total production of milk in the state began to decline. McHenry County fared better
than some surrounding counties: between 1950 and 1966, milk production declined 14% in McHenry, whereas
Lake, DuPage, and Cook Counties declined by 59%, 67%, and 73% respectively. This decline was due to a
number of factors, including urbanization and suburbanization, the increase of chemical fertilizers that made
competing crops such as corn and soybeans more viable in the traditionally dairy-dominated northeast part of
the state, vertical integration of milk processing plants directly linked to food distributors, and increased
outsourcing of cattle feed, to name a few.20
16

William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1991), 6671, 230-235; S.W. Durant, Indexed County Land Ownership Map, McHenry Township, Chicago: Edwards, Baskin, and Stewart, 1872.
17
Around the time that the Petersen Farm ceased dairy production in 1971, the average number of cattle per dairy farm
nationally was 19, with around 648,000 total dairy farms in the US. Comparatively, in 2017 there were only around 40,000 licensed
dairy farms in the country with an average herd size being 234 cattle. US Department of Agriculture, National Agricultural Statistics
Service, Milk Production, 2018. https://release.nass.usda.gov/reports/mkpr0218.pdf (accessed August 23, 2019); Jim Dickrell,
“Licensed Dairy Farm Numbers Drop to Just Over 40,000,” February 21, 2018, Milk Business,
https://www.milkbusiness.com/article/licensed-dairy-farm-numbers-drop-to-just-over-40000 (accessed August 23, 2019); Dan
Volkers, McHenry County Farm Bureau, email message to William J. Varda, August 22, 2019.
18
Petersen/Fink interview, p. 18.
19
Gregory Summers, Consuming Nature: Environmentalism in the Fox River Valley, 1850-1950 (Lawrence: University Press
of Kansas, 2006), 103-104; Ingolf Vogeler, “Dairying and Dairy Barns in the Northern Midwest,” in Allen G. Noble and Hubert G.H.
Wilhelm, eds., Barns of the Midwest (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1995), 108-109.
20
R. C. Ross and H. C. M. Case, Types of Farming in Illinois: An Analysis of Differences by Area (Urbana, IL: University of
Illinois Agricultural Experiment Station, 1956), 35-39; 79-81; James W. Gruebele, “The Changing Dairy Industry in Illinois,” Illinois
Agricultural Economics 7, no. 2 (1967): 16-28.
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Criterion C: Architecture
The Colby/Petersen Farm is significant for its architectural elements that embody surviving representations of
19th and early 20th century farm buildings. Most similar types of properties in the surrounding area have since
been demolished in the wake of suburban sprawl – one example being the Blake family farms, which dated
back to the 1860s. A few other farms still operate in the McHenry township vicinity, such as King Farms
(formerly part of Page Colby’s property), but the buildings are of more recent 20th century origin and lack
architectural significance. More broadly within McHenry County, there are a few extant farmsteads dating from
a similar time period as the Colby/Petersen Farm, one of which is a Greek Revival house (Powers-Walker Farm
in Ringwood, IL) similar to the one built by the Colby family.21
Unlike other surviving farm buildings in the area, the Colby/Petersen farmstead stands out for being occupied
by its original builders and direct descendants throughout its approximately 150-year history and retaining
multiple original agricultural outbuildings. Since its designation as a City of McHenry Historic Landmark in
1998, the farmstead has been used to educate on Illinois agricultural history given its retention of setting.22 It is
also the only Greek Revival farmhouse to have been constructed using yellow Fox River brick.
Greek Revival Cottage
The oldest existing structure on the property is the old Colby/Petersen farm cottage, which is an 1850s Greek
Revival home. At the time of its construction, this design and materials would have symbolized the prosperity
and sophistication of a farming family living on what was then considered the American frontier. The brick was
produced from local clay coming from the nearby Fox River.
The Greek Revival design had nationwide popularity between the 1820s – 1860s. The style’s connotations with
ancient Athens embodied the democratic and civic ideals to which many Americans aspired both in private and
public life. As such, it was common for this architecture to appear both with private residences and public
buildings. Given the style’s versatility, examples of this architecture could range from the simple to the ornate.
At a basic level, most Greek Revival structures have symmetrical façades with pediment-shaped windows and
low-pitch pediment roofs or tympanums. Common ornamental characteristics may also include cornices,
dentils, transoms and sidelights around doors, or temple-like porticos with Doric, Ionic, or Corinthian
columns.23 The Colby/Petersen farm cottage features Greek Revival elements such as a frieze band, cornice
returns, and two rows of dentils. Based on a photograph from c. 1880, the brick dentil and frieze band used to
be painted a darker color to distinguish these ornamental features from the rest of the structure.24 Around 1908,
a columned front porch with wooden Doric columns with poured concrete foundations was added to the house’s
façade.
Oak Barns and Silos
The horse and dairy barns and wooden stave silos are significant for being representative of 19th and early 20th
century construction techniques in a time when most other similar structures from this period have since been
destroyed. McHenry County has the distinction of being the birthplace of the now-ubiquitous vertical silo, the
21

M.H. Thompson & Bro. Map of McHenry County, Illinois. [Dundee, Illinois: M.H. Thompson & Brother, 1862] Map.
https://www.loc.gov/item/2013593107/ (accessed August 18, 2019); McHenry County Conservation District, “Power-Walkers Farm,”
https://www.mccdistrict.org/rccms/powers-walker-house/ (accessed August 18, 2019).
22
Dave Barnes, “McHenry Farm Takes Honored Place in History,” Chicago Tribune, September 18, 1998.
23
Blumenson, John J.-G. Identifying American Architecture: A Pictorial Guide to Styles and Terms, 1600-1945 (Nashville:
American Association for State and Local History, 1981), 26-27.
24
Machaj, McHenry and McCullom Lake, 31.
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first being built in Spring Grove in 1876 (of which only the stone foundations remain extant). The wooden silos
at the Colby/Petersen Farm, while constructed in the 20th century, are representative both in style and material
of the earliest silos that revolutionized American agriculture in the late 19th century. Based on the knowledge of
the City of McHenry Landmark Commission, these wooden stave silos are the only extant of their kind in the
county that are not in a state of disrepair.25
All of these buildings contain their original stone foundations in addition to much of the original white oak
wood. The horse barn, constructed c. 1870 originally with a gabled roof and changed to a gambrel roof c. 1920s,
features qualities representative of “three-portal barns”, which have been attributed to Germanic settlers in the
19th century.26 The north-east face of the barn features a prominent hay-door and hay-hood, but unlike earlier
three-portal barns, the Colby/Petersen horse barn has a gambrel roof.
The two wooden stave silos attached to the half-pitched dairy barn are aesthetically distinguishable from far
more common concrete silos. As the Petersen family built these in the 20th century after concrete silos had
already become more popular, the wooden-stave silos were consciously designed for both aesthetic and
utilitarian purposes. According to Kenneth Petersen, the family believed the silage was less susceptible to heat
pressure in wood silos.27 Although the gambrel roofs have since been replaced, they both retain the original
design. The rounded Douglas Fir wood of the silos, however, are original, and they are in remarkable condition
for their age and retain integrity in the workmanship.
Conclusion
The Historic Petersen Farm is representative of the history of McHenry County, IL and of midwestern
agriculture during the nineteenth and twentieth century. By looking at the Historic Petersen Farm one can see in
microcosm the development of dairy farming in the Midwest, its role in modernization, and the unique
experience of American rural life. This firmly qualifies the site under Criterion A: Settlement and Agriculture.
The cottage, the barns, and the landscape of the Historic Petersen Farm are a wonderfully preserved model of
Midwestern diary farms. This qualifies the site under Criterion C: Architecture. The McHenry community
recognizes the significance of this site and the historical record confirms it.

25

Illinois Historical Preservation Agency, McHenry County Rural Structures Survey by Nancy L. Baker, 1987, p. 10-11;
William J. Varda, email message to Sean Jacobson, August 20, 2019.
26

Hubert H.G. Wilhelm, “Midwestern Barns and Their Germanic Connections,” in Noble and Wilhelm, eds., Barns of the
Midwest, 74.
27
Petersen/Fink interview, p. 20.
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10. Geographical Data
Acreage of PropertyF 3.29 acreage
(Do not include previously listed resource acreage; enter “Less than one” if the acreage is .99 or less)
Latitude/Longitude Coordinates
Datum if other than WGS84:F
(enter coordinates to 6 decimal places)

1

42°21'45" N
Latitude

88°16'423" W
Longitude

2

3
Latitude

Longitude

Latitude

Longitude

4
Latitude

Longitude

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Verbal Boundary Description (Describe the boundaries of the property.)

The boundaries of the site under consideration form a rectangular shape. The site’s north-west boundary is
marked by a stand of trees that separates the nominated site from a field that is actively cultivated by farmers
who rent a portion of the full 60-acre property. Stretching 540 feet from the north-west boundary, the north-east
boundary is marked by a stand of trees that lead off onto walking paths and agricultural land. Extending 375
feet from the north-east boundary, the south-east boundary is the stand of trees that marks the property line
between the Historic Petersen Farm and another farm house property. After another 553 feet from the south-east
boundary, The south-west boundary is marked by McCullom Lake Road. From this point, the property extends
450 feet back to the north-west boundary.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Boundary Justification (Explain why the boundaries were selected.)

These boundaries were selected because they roughly mimic the lines that designate the residential portion of
the property on the plat of survey drawn by Woodstock Land Surveying in 1999 when Bob Petersen willed the
full property to the City of McHenry. The selected boundaries are also easily distinguished by physical features
on the landscape.
11. Form Prepared By
name/title
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street & number 1032 W. Sheridan Road
city or town Chicago

date August 30, 2019
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Additional Documentation
Submit the following items with the completed form:
● GIS Location Map (Google Earth or BING)
● Local Location Map
● Site Plan
● Floor Plans (As Applicable)
● Photo Location Map (Include for historic districts and properties having large acreage or numerous resources.

Key all photographs to

this map and insert immediately after the photo log and before the list of figures).
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Photographs:
Submit clear and descriptive photographs. The size of each image must be 3000x2000 pixels, at 300 ppi (pixels per inch) or larger. Key all photographs
to the sketch map. Each photograph must be numbered and that number must correspond to the photograph number on the photo log. For simplicity,
the name of the photographer, photo date, etc. may be listed once on the photograph log and doesn’t need to be labeled on every photograph.

Photo Log
Name of Property:

Historic Petersen Farm

City or Vicinity:

McHenry

County:

McHenry

Photographer:

Sean Jacobson; Jeff Varda

Date Photographed:

February 16, 2019; June 3, 2019

State:

Illinois

Description of Photograph(s) and number, include description of view indicating direction of camera:
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)
9)
10)
11)
12)
13)
14)
15)
16)
17)
18)
19)
20)
21)
22)
23)
24)
25)
26)
27)
28)
29)
30)

Front view of farmhouse, facing Northeast
Close-up view of porch column on Southeast corner of building
Close-up of frieze band, cornice, and dentil on Southwest corner of house
Northwest façade of house
¾ shot of farmhouse from property entrance, facing East
Back side of farmhouse showing 1940s expansions, including bay window, facing Southwest
Close-up of window alteration to original 1860s farmhouse structure, facing West
Interior kitchen w/1940s stove and oven, facing East
Interior living room in original portion of house, facing West
Interior upstairs storage room with window, facing Northwest
Interior upstairs bathroom, facing Northeast
Interior upstairs bedroom, facing Southeast
Interior upstairs bedroom, facing Southwest
Interior stained-glass window in stairwell, facing Northeast
Interior basement with stone foundations, facing Northwest
Interior basement cistern
Side profile of horse barn, facing mechanic garage, looking Southeast
¾ shot of Southwest face of horse barn, facing Northeast
Exterior of 1870s horse barn, facing Southwest
Exterior of Bob Petersen’s mechanic garage, built 1950s, facing Southeast
¾ shot of dairy barn and silos, facing West
Side view of dairy barn with attached 1906 milk house, facing North
Interior dairy barn threshing bay, upper floor, facing West
Interior dairy barn threshing bay, facing East toward loft
Interior dairy barn basement doors, facing East
Interior dairy barn basement stanchions, facing West
Close-up of drinking bowl and stanchion, facing South
Interior of tall silo, looking up
Interior dairy barn basement w/stanchions, facing West
Non-contributing DAR plaque and tool shed, facing Northeast

Paperwork Reduction Act Statement: This information is being collected for applications to the National Register of Historic Places to nominate
properties for listing or determine eligibility for listing, to list properties, and to amend existing listings. Response to this request is required to obtain a
benefit in accordance with the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended (16 U.S.C.460 et seq.).
Estimated Burden Statement: Public reporting burden for this form is estimated to average 100 hours per response including time for reviewing
instructions, gathering and maintaining data, and completing and reviewing the form. Direct comments regarding this burden estimate or any aspect of
this form to the Office of Planning and Performance Management. U.S. Dept. of the Interior, 1849 C. Street, NW, Washington, DC.
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List of Figures
(Resize, compact, and paste images of maps and historic documents in this section. Place captions, with figure numbers above each image. Orient
maps so that north is at the top of the page, all document should be inserted with the top toward the top of the page.

Figure 1: GIS Location Map
Coordinates for center of nominated property:
Latitude: 42°21'45" N
Longitude 88°16'43" W
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Figure 2: Site Plan
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Figure 3: Floor Plans (first floor)
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Figure 4: Floor Plans (second floor)
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Figure 5: Photo Location Map (Site Plan)
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Figure 6: Photo Location Map (Interior, First Floor)
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Figure 7: Photo Location Map (Interior, Second Floor)
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Figure 8: Colby farm, c. 1880
Front of Colby farm, facing North-East, photo taken c. 1880. Notice the absence of the cottage front porch and
the half-pitched roof and cupola on the horse barn. Photo courtesy of City of McHenry Landmark Commission.
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Figure 9: Colby farmhouse, facing North-West, c. 1890
Notice the covered porch and side entrance, since demolished. It is now the site of the kitchen and bay
windows, constructed c. 1940s. The single window on the second floor was later replaced with two windows
once an upstairs bathroom was installed in the 20th century. Photo courtesy of City of McHenry Landmark
Commission.
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Figure 10: Horse plow with Kenneth Petersen, c. 1910s
Photo is facing North. The Petersen family used horse plows until 1946. The structure to the left is the south
wall of the milk house. The tack shed on the right and the windmill in the background have since been
demolished. Photo courtesy of City of McHenry Landmark Commission.
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Figure 11: Petersen farm c. 1955
Aerial photograph of Petersen farm, facing North-West. Photographer unknown.
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Figure 12: Agricultural Zone Map of Chicago Region, 1924
The Colby/Petersen Farm lies in Zone IV, which is greater than 50 miles from Chicago’s center, a region that
grew in revenue and production in the early 20th century.

Image credit: Duddy, Edward A. Agriculture in the Chicago Region. Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1929.
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Figure 13: Live Stock Value of McHenry County relative to surrounding counties in Northern Illinois

Image credit: Duddy, Edward A. Agriculture in the Chicago Region. Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1929.
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