
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Rural Historic Structural Survey 
of 

Channahon Township 
Will County, Illinois 

 
 
 

April 2009 

for 
Will County Land Use Department 

and 
Will County Historic Preservation Commission  

 
 
 
 

Wiss, Janney, Elstner Associates, Inc.  



 

  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Rural Historic Structural Survey 
of 

Channahon Township 
Will County, Illinois 

  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Wiss, Janney, Elstner Associates, Inc. 
330 Pfingsten Road 

Northbrook, Illinois 60062 
(847) 272-7400 
www.wje.com 

 



Wiss, Janney, Elstner Associates, Inc. 
 

Will County Rural Historic Structural Survey 
Channahon Township  v 

Rural Historic Structural Survey 
Channahon Township 
Will County, Illinois 
 
TABLE OF CONTENTS  
 
Executive Summary ix 
 
Chapter 1 – Background and Methodology  

Background 1 
Survey Methodology 1 
Survey Gaps and Future Research 2 

 
Chapter 2 – Context History of the Rural Survey Area 

Geologic and Topographic Background to the Illinois Region 3 
First Nations in the Illinois Region 4 
The Arrival of European Settlers 5 
Settlement and Development of Northeast Illinois 11 
Channahon Township Developmental History 19 

 
Chapter 3 – American Rural Architecture 

Farmstead Planning 31 
Development of Balloon Framing 31 
Masonry Construction 35 
Classification of Farmhouses 40 
Development of the Barn 49 
Barn Types 53 

 
Chapter 4 – Survey Summary and Recommendations 

Period of Significance 68 
Significance 69 
Potential Historic Districts, Thematic Designations, and Landmarks 73 
Survey Summary 74 
 Table 1. Surveyed Farmsteads and Related Sites 77 
 Table 2. Farmhouses 89 
 Table 3. Barns 91 
Notable Farmsteads in Channahon Township 93 
 Randall Farmstead, Site 96 93 
 Porter-Lewis Farmstead, Site 66 95 
 McCowan Farmstead, Site 78 96 
 Nickel Farmstead, Site 61 98 
 Bell Farmstead, Site 113 99 
 Varley Farmstead, Site 98 99 
 Davis Farmstead, Site 107 100 
 Limacher Farmstead, Site 74 101 
 Dixon Farmstead, Site 75 101 
 Connell Farmstead, Site 109 102 
 Feeney Farmstead, Site 111 102 
 Charles C. Smith Farmstead 103 

  



Wiss, Janney, Elstner Associates, Inc. 
 
 

  Will County Rural Historic Structural Survey 
vi  Channahon Township 

 
Bibliography 105 
Glossary 116 
 
Appendix A: Historic Plat Maps 
 
Appendix B: Survey Maps  
 Key to Properties by Map ID Number 
 Map 1 – Will County Key Map 
 Map 2 – Channahon Township Overview of Survey 
 Map 3 – Channahon Township Historic Significance 
 Map 4 – Channahon Township 1939 Aerial Photography 
 
 
  



Wiss, Janney, Elstner Associates, Inc. 
 

Will County Rural Historic Structural Survey 
Channahon Township  vii 

Executive Summary 

At the request of the Will County Land Use Department, acting as liaison for the Will County Historic 
Preservation Commission, Wiss, Janney, Elstner Associates, Inc. (WJE) has prepared this summary report 
of the 2009 intensive survey of farmsteads in Channahon Township in Will County, Illinois.  The survey 
included approximately thirty-six square miles with 32 farmsteads and related sites containing more than 
150 individual structures. 

The first settlers of European decent arrived in Channahon Township in 1831. Early development in the 
township was agrarian and centered along the waterways of the Des Plaines and Du Page Rivers. In 1848, 
the Illinois and Michigan Canal was opened and linked the farming community to markets in Chicago. The 
prospect of railroads spurred continued growth in the township. In the late nineteenth century, after 
Channahon Township had been bypassed by most railroads and use of the canal dwindled, the population 
and economy of the township fell into decline. The isolated township once again focused on its success as a 
farming community. The construction of paved roads in the 1920s and 1930s connected the community to 
larger markets but it was the completion of Interstate 55 in the 1950s that reinvigorated the economic base 
of the township. The roadway provided a quick and efficient means of transporting goods. Land along the 
interstate corridor was quickly purchased farmland and developed it as manufacturing plants for the 
petrochemical and soybean industries. In more recent years, the population has grown in response. 
Channahon Township is considered one of the fastest growing areas in Illinois. New residential and 
commercial development has changed the landscape of northwest Channahon Township. 

Of the 32 farmsteads identified in the current survey, four sites have the potential to be considered for Will 
County Historic Landmark designation or listing on the National Register of Historic Places. The present 
study also identified additional noteworthy sites that are excluded from consideration as county landmarks 
since they are located within the incorporated limits of the Village of Channahon. In some cases, the 
eligibility of the site would be enhanced if certain historic features were restored or non-historic cladding 
materials such as vinyl siding were removed. Other sites have either been designated Contributing, which 
means in the context of this report that they retain their overall character as historically agricultural sites but 
lack individual distinction; or Non-contributing, which indicates that the site lacks sufficient integrity to 
present the theme of agricultural history in the survey region. Due to the extent of suburban development in 
these two townships, no potential historic districts have been identified as part of the present survey. 

The Channahon Township intensive survey was performed to update the previous survey of the township 
performed in 1988.  In the previous survey, 42 farmsteads and related sites were identified in the township, 
containing at least 220 structures.  Because of the rapid pace of contemporary development in Will County 
since 1988, the Will County Historic Preservation Commission recognized the need to reassess the 
agricultural heritage of the region. WJE has previously completed eight intensive survey projects in eleven 
of the County’s twenty-four townships covering Wheatland–Plainfield–Lockport, Du Page, Homer, New 
Lenox, Green Garden, Manhattan, Frankfort, and Joliet–Troy Townships. Copies of the previous survey 
reports were provided to public libraries and respective governing agencies in the area. Cumulatively, the 
surveys have documented more than 4,350 structures on more than 980 sites over approximately 430 square 
miles of Will County.  Performing a separate survey for each township has allowed more detailed 
information to be collected, such as individual photographs of each historic structure, an assessment of 
current conditions, and preparation of site sketch plans.  With the permission of property owners, the survey 
work was performed with close-up access to the buildings, which allowed for close range photography and a 
reliable identification of building materials.  The survey data was compiled and analyzed using database 
software and geographic information system (GIS) software.   

In this report, Chapter 1 contains a description of the project methodology. Chapters 2 and 3 provide the 
historical and architectural context within which the surveyed farmsteads were established, grew, were 
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reconfigured, and in some cases were abandoned. Chapter 2 covers the historical context of Will County 
agriculture, as well as the historical development of Channahon Township. Chapter 3 discusses the 
architectural context of the rural survey area. Chapter 4 summarizes the survey results and includes a 
discussion of the National Register and Will County criteria for designation of historical and architectural 
significance. Also in Chapter 4 are several tabulations of the survey results and an overview of a select 
number of historically and/or architecturally significant farmsteads. A bibliography of research sources 
follows the text.  Appendices include historic and contemporary plat maps for Channahon Township, and 
maps developed for this report to present the results of the survey and research.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 
BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY 
 
Background 
 
At the request of the Will County Land Use Department, acting as liaison for the Will County Historic 
Preservation Commission, Wiss, Janney, Elstner Associates, Inc. (WJE) has prepared this summary report 
of the intensive survey of farmsteads in Channahon Township in Will County, Illinois. A previous survey 
of farmsteads in Will County was performed in 1988.  Beginning in 1999, WJE has prepared intensive 
surveys of individual townships in Will County. Previous townships surveyed included Plainfield, 
Wheatland, and Lockport (completed November 2000), Du Page (November 2001), Homer (November 
2002), New Lenox (August 2003), Green Garden (July 2004), Manhattan (September 2006), and 
Frankfort (December 2007). Concurrently with this study, the survey of Joliet and Troy Townships was 
completed. 
 
The objectives of the study are to provide comprehensive information on all historic rural structures 
located in the area; to assess the eligibility of rural districts or individual buildings for designation as local 
landmarks or nomination to the National Register of Historic Places; to inventory the existing structures 
in the area for future study; to provide background on significant architectural styles and rural structure 
types common to the area; and to provide background history of the development of the area. The present 
study has been developed to meet the requirements and standards of the Certified Local Government 
program. 
 
Survey Methodology 
 
Survey Team 
The survey team from WJE consisted of Kenneth Itle, Michael Ford, Timothy Penich, and Deborah 
Slaton. Mr. Itle served as Project Manager and developed the summary report and performed some field 
survey work. Mr. Ford and Mr. Penich performed field survey work. Ms. Slaton was the reviewer of the 
summary report.   
 
Background Research 
Work on the rural survey began in August 2008. Background research was performed at the State of 
Illinois Library in Springfield, the University of Illinois Libraries, the Joliet Public Library, and the Three 
Rivers Public Library in Channahon and Minooka. In addition, extensive historic research materials 
compiled for previous Will County rural survey reports were available. 
 
Field Survey  
A project initiation meeting was held to discuss the project approach and scope. An initial reconnaissance 
survey was performed in August 2008 to identify existing farmstead sites. At that time, abandoned 
farmsteads or farmsteads where demolition was threatened were surveyed to an intensive level. Intensive 
field survey work was performed from August 2008 through February 2009. The survey team first 
approached the primary residence on the site to request permission of the homeowner/tenant to conduct 
the survey on the farmstead site. At sites where no one was home, or where owner permission was not 
provided, the site was surveyed from the public right-of-way. Typically each structure on the site was 
photographed individually using a digital camera. A sketch plan of the farmstead was prepared. Written 
notes for each building included a listing of exterior materials, overall condition, and estimated decade of 
construction based on structural type and style. Any history information provided by the owner, such as 
dates of construction or names of original owners, was also noted. 
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Database and Base Map Preparation 
Mapping for the survey was prepared using ArcGIS.1 Baseline mapping showing roads, railways, streams,  
township boundaries, etc., as well as 2005 aerial photography of the survey area, was downloaded from 
the Illinois Natural Resources Geospatial Data Clearinghouse internet site.2 Individual points were added 
to the baseline map at the location of each farmstead site surveyed. Each point represents a particular 
record in the Microsoft Access database. The database contains all field survey information; historical 
information specific to each property, such as names of previous owners based on historic atlases and plat 
maps; and the assessment of historic significance. On the database forms, the “notes” field typically 
contains other miscellaneous observations of the project team from the field work. Occasionally, this field 
contains verbal information for the resident or another source; these are so noted. 
 
Prior to inserting the digital photographs into the database, the photograph files were converted from 
color .jpg files to reduced-size black-and-white .bmp files. The Microsoft Access database was used to 
generate the property lists included in this summary report, as well as the individual survey forms. The 
ArcGIS software was used to generate the maps of the survey area included in the appendix. 
 
Presentations 
A presentation of the survey results was made to the Will County Historic Preservation Commission 
(HPC) on March 4, 2009. This final summary report incorporates comments provided by the HPC 
members and Will County staff on the draft report, submitted in March 2009. 
 
Report and Submittals 
The summary report was prepared using Microsoft Word. Will County will be provided with the 
following final materials under separate cover: printed copies of the final summary report; printed copies 
of the individual property survey forms; digital photographs as original color .jpg files; ArcGIS mapping 
files; Microsoft Access database file; survey sheets as .pdf file; and report text as Microsoft Word file and 
.pdf file. 
 
Survey Gaps and Future Research 
 
The present study is not meant to be a definitive review of the history of each property surveyed; rather, 
based on historic research and field survey, the relative significance of each property has been assessed.  
In the future, as new development or renovation work may affect particular properties, the history and 
significance of the particular property should be researched in detail, using the present survey as a starting 
point. 
 
The present study focused on architectural features of the survey region. Other studies could be 
undertaken to assess the archaeological potential of the survey region; to identify and assess cultural 
landscape features such as fence rows, hedges, and earthworks; to study historic transportation 
infrastructure and routes in detail; or to study particular architectural themes, such as limestone masonry 
construction, in greater detail. 
 
The present study also is focused on built structures of the historic period. Throughout Will County, and 
particularly in Channahon Township, are important archaeological sites. Pending further study, some of 
these sites may be determined to be eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places under 
Criterion D for archeology. 
 

                                                      
1 ArcGIS is one brand of GIS software. GIS stands for geographic information system, a computerized methodology 
for organizing data geographically. 
2 <www.isgs.uiuc.edu/nsdihome/> 




