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CHICAGO — In the world of
legacies, Oak Park, Ill., has a cou-
ple of biggies.

The brilliant, scandalous archi-
tect Frank Lloyd
Wright spent the
first 20 years of
his career there,
leaving the
western suburb
with the world’s
largest collec-
tion of buildings
he designed.

Then there’s
the brilliant,
s c a n d a l o u s
writer Ernest
H e m i n g w a y,
who was born in
Oak Park and
spent nearly his
first 20 years
there, writing his
earliest pieces,
gaining an
appreciation for
nature and
dreaming of
worldly adven-
tures.

Frank Lloyd
Wright’s home
and studio is a
popular tourist
attraction that draws 80,000 visi-
tors a year.

Hemingway’s boyhood home is
essentially a three-flat that official-
ly was put up for sale last month
after an effort to convert it into “an
international community center”
unraveled.

That development may be noth-
ing more than another example of
an anemic economy, or it may shed
light on precisely where the literary
giant and Nobel Prize winner
stacks up, at least locally, against
Wright, who some say shifted the
course of 20th-century architec-
ture.

“It was a great plan,” said John
Berry, chairman of the Ernest
Hemingway Foundation of Oak
Park, which owns the slate-blue,
three-story stucco home. “But it
was a bad market for raising
money.”

Designed in part by Heming-
way’s mother, Grace, the 4,200-
square-foot home has been some-
thing of a living monument since at
least 1974, when the Historical
Society of Oak Park and River For-
est placed a plaque in the front
yard. The last Hemingway to live
in the home, Grace, vacated it in
1936, eight years after her husband
committed suicide in their second-
floor bedroom.

The next owners carved it into
three apartments, and that’s the
way it stayed. In 2001 the Heming-
way Foundation borrowed
$420,000 and, aided by a $100,000
gift from the village of Oak Park,
bought the home for $520,000,
Berry said.

Eight years later, the foundation
and Dominican University in River
Forest agreed on a $1.5 million
plan to transform it into “a unique
and dynamic cultural center to edu-
cate citizens of the world for the
21st century,” according to a plan
developed by Dominican.

That vision included rebuilding
the home’s original first-floor
“music room,” removed years ago,
and using it for displays, perfor-
mances, “salons and conversa-
tions.” The second and third floors
were to serve as “a residential
retreat for scholars and artists.”

The agreement between the uni-
versity and foundation, signed July
1, 2009, called for Dominican to

lease and maintain the property for
two years while fundraising grew.
If all went well, the university
would buy the home and continue
working with the Hemingway
Foundation on its use.

But the plan,
undertaken in
the middle of the
worst economic
downturn since
the Great
D e p r e s s i o n ,
failed to gain
momentum.

“We had a lot
of great conver-
sations,” said
Amy McCor-
mack, Domini-
can senior vice
president of
finance and
administration.
“We certainly
had a good
team, (and) we
had a lot of
interest in the
concept.”

Funding the
concept, howev-
er, was another
story. Heming-
way’s descen-
dants offered no
financial sup-

port, Berry said. After getting a
state grant that helped pay for a
new roof, the fundraising group
decided against appealing to Illi-
nois for financial support.

The economic climate dashed
their dreams. So when the loan
came due in the summer, the foun-
dation persuaded bankers to grant
an extension for a few months, then
officially placed the home for sale
on Wednesday at an asking price of
$525,000. Since then, traffic has
been brisk, said Steve Scheuring,
listing agent for the home.

“We live with this Hemingway
thing all the time,” added Scheur-
ing, a fourth-generation Oak Park
resident. “And, so far the Heming-
way thing is very nice.”

But, Scheuring added, the hand-
ful of prospective buyers he has
shown the house to “weren’t inter-
ested in buying it for the Heming-
way thing. I think they’re interest-
ed in buying it for the square
footage and they’re interested in

buying it because it’s a really cool
house.”

History can be cruel, but so can
the real estate market. The Hem-
ingway house, where he lived from
age 7 to 17, would appear to be a
bargain even with the depressed
real estate market, which raises
another question: How do you
determine the value of the place
where one of America’s most influ-
ential writer’s penned his first sto-
ries?

“Right now,” Scheuring said,
“the buyer is going to have to tell
us that.”

Also lurking in the background
is the intangible reality that, at least
in Oak Park, Hemingway’s reputa-
tion stands in the shadow of the
famous architect, who left his
unmistakable imprint on the
streets.

Rachel Weaver, co-owner of
The Book Table in the village’s
downtown, said Hemingway’s Oak
Park roots are often overshadowed
by Wright’s visual presence.

“Certainly Frank Lloyd Wright
is a bigger tourist draw,” Weaver
said. “Visually, his presence per-
meates Oak Park more than Hem-
ingway.”

The local Hemingway founda-
tion, however, has restored the
writer’s Oak Park birthplace,
which is open to the public. The
foundation also runs the Ernest
Hemingway Museum, an intrigu-
ing mix of Hemingway artifacts
and related memorabilia, a few

blocks from the birthplace
Berry said the architect’s and the

writer’s legacies both “draw well,
but built environments tend to
draw bigger crowds than the writ-
ten word that must be read and
absorbed. For architects, the build-
ings are the work, they are visible
and tactile; it’s different for writers.
It’s not about the building. It’s
about the writing.”

Some of the writing Heming-
way composed in the house likely
was done in an area on the third
floor that faces south, Heming-
way’s room until he graduated
from high school and left for a
reporting job at the Kansas City
Star.

He and Wright went on to lead
lives some would consider notori-
ous. Hemingway battled alco-
holism and mental illness, commit-
ting suicide in 1961. 

Hemingway’s persona certainly
fueled his popularity and probably
explains why Kathy Fitzgerald,
who lived on the first floor of the
Hemingway home from 1977 until
November 2010, recalled “lots of
interesting people would stop by”
over the years.

“Giant tour buses” were an
occasional sight, she said.

That popularity, Fitzgerald said,
suggests that Hemingway’s legacy
is wider than Wright’s.

“I hope they find somebody to
salvage everything,” she said.
“We’re keeping our fingers
crossed.”

Hemingway home on the block – and under Wright’s shadow
LEGACY FOR SALE

Robert Kozloff/Chicago Tribune
The boyhood home of Ernest Hemingway in Oak Park, Ill., is on the market for $525,000. 
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The Foyer
Home, sweet home.

Worthington a contemporary cottage
A generously sized family

room, open to the kitchen and eat-
ing nook, is at the heart of the
Worthington. This contemporary,
two-story Craftsman cottage is
designed for a lot that slopes
down at the left and rear. With
just a few changes, it could be
built on flat land.

Outside, shake-textured siding
adds to the nostalgic impression
created by tapered columns and
characteristic Craftsman win-
dows. Inside, those windows
admit an abundant wash of natur-
al light into all the gathering
spaces, along with the stairway
that descends to the daylight
basement.

This plan has traditional for-
mal rooms in the front, and every-
day gathering spaces at the rear.
Entering through the vaulted
porch, you step into a foyer with
a roomy coat closet. Double
doors on the right open into a
room that could be a dining room,
den or home office. The wide
opening on the opposite side

leads into the parlor, which is
expanded by a window bay.

The family room is windowed
on two sides and has a fireplace.
Standing at the kitchen sink, you
can keep tabs on activities there,
in the nook, vaulted deck and part
of the rear yard. The raised eat-
ing/conversation bar is great for
homework supervision and hides
kitchen clutter as well. Counter
and storage spaces are in good
supply, boosted by the roomy
walk-in pantry.

A large, fully outfitted utility
room is nearby, as is a convenient
bathroom and direct access to the
two-car garage. The Worthing-
ton’s luxurious owners’ suite
boasts a huge walk-in closet and a
two-section bathroom, complete
with spa tub, dual vanity and
oversized shower.

Two more bedrooms are
downstairs, along with a bath-
room, a large recreation room and
plenty of storage space.

— For more information, visit
www.AssociatedDesigns.com.

Alert on chemical for
tub-stripping serves 
as reminder of dangers
By MARY BETH 
BRECKENRIDGE
Akron Beacon Journal 

A recent warning about a chem-
ical stripper often used to refinish
bathtubs raises a red flag about
using chemical products improper-
ly.

Last week, the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention issued
an alert about the dangers of using
paint strippers containing methyl-
ene chloride in tub refinishing. The
risk is to the person doing the
work, not to anyone using the tub
later.

The products were linked to 13
deaths from 2000 to 2011 of peo-
ple who used them to remove old
finishes from bathtubs without
adequately protecting themselves
from the vapors, which can cause
people to pass out and interfere
with their breathing.

One problem is that people
sometimes use the products with-
out heeding the label warnings,
said Dr. Kenneth D. Rosenman,
chief of Michigan State Universi-
ty’s Division of Occupational and
Environmental Medicine and an
author of the alert. What’s more,
the products are often used for pur-
poses they’re not intended or
labeled for, he said.

All 13 incidents happened in
unventilated residential bath-
rooms, the report said. The victims
either weren’t wearing protective
equipment, including a respirator,
or their equipment was inadequate.

Bathtub refinisher Wayne
Crawford said he’s encountered
that kind of carelessness many
times, often by cut-rate contractors
who take shortcuts to lower costs.

Crawford, who owns WAC
Resurfacing in Akron, Ohio’s Fire-
stone Park, said he uses strippers
containing methylene chloride
sparingly and only occasionally.

“It is nasty, nasty stuff,” he said.
Usually he scrapes off old tub

finishes by hand rather than using a
faster chemical stripper, he said.
When he does have to use one, he
makes sure to ventilate the area
properly and uses eye and skin pro-
tection as well as a fresh air trans-
fer unit, a more sophisticated ver-
sion of a respirator that uses a com-
pressor to draw fresh outdoor air to

his lungs.
Six of the stripping products

used by the 13 people who died
were marketed for removing air-
craft coatings. The rest were for
use on wood, metal, glass or
masonry.

Some of the products are com-
monly found in hardware stores. In
fact, Rosenman said he walked
into a hardware store last weekend
and saw the product that killed one
of the victims, a do-it-yourselfer
from Michigan.

Rosenman said he thinks meth-
ylene chloride strippers shouldn’t
be used in bathrooms. He also
noted that none of the strippers
involved was labeled for use on
bathtubs, which he believes raises
a case for better regulation.

He said he worries about people
misusing them. Do-it-yourselfers
in particular often ignore the small
print on labels, he said, and they
can be lulled into a false sense of
security.

“The consumer thinks, ‘Oh,
well, it can’t be that bad. They’re
selling it right there on the shelf,’ ”
he said.

The chemical does not pose a
lasting danger, Rosenman said. It
dissipates in the air and doesn’t
leave behind any harmful residue.

However, he noted the chemical
could endanger a homeowner
coming to the aid of a worker who
was overcome while refinishing a
tub.

The products have long been
recognized as potentially fatal to
furniture strippers and factory
workers, but their danger to bath-
tub refinishers hadn’t been report-
ed previously, the CDC alert said.

Furniture refinisher John Wilkie
of Revere Refinishing in Norton,
Ohio, said he uses products con-
taining methylene chloride only in
conjunction with a “huge ventila-
tion system,” and even then he
goes outside every 15 minutes to
breathe fresh air. He’s well aware
of the proper use of the products he
uses, he said, and he passes along
the proper precautions to his cus-
tomers who want to do refinishing
work themselves.

But the typical consumer does-
n’t have that information, he said. 

History can be
cruel, but so can
the real estate 

market. The 
Hemingway house
would appear to be

a bargain at
$525,000 even

with the depressed
real estate market,

which raises 
another question:

How do you 
determine the value
of the place where
one of America’s
most influential

writer’s penned his
first stories?


