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Introduction

Ever since Lowell Park was given to the city in 1907, the park has

been the crown | ewel and cornersto
system. Asyearfiowb y , t he psaftekl@sstonew or vy
generations of citizens who enjoy its features but are unawanf its

rich history. These chapters, based dreshresearch into its founding
documents, early newspaper coverage, and other historical sources,

hope to reclaim and retell the history of the park.



1 A Gift to the City

In 1859 CharlesRussell Lowelllll , arailroad executivefrom the
East Coastacquired the 201 acres now known a®well Park. The
small town of Dixon, about three milessouth of the acreagdjad
about 2,000 residentat that time. Due to the recentarrival of two
railroad lines to Dixon, the town waghen experiencingsignificant
attention and growth.

5 A About Charles Russell Lowell

Lowell hailedf r om Bostaonds
nephew of the poet James Russell
; ﬁ‘, Lowell and a grandson of the
Y. Unitarian minister and abolitionist
2~ Charles Lowell.In 1859the younger
Lowell was asingle 24yearold who
had distinguished himself as the
' valedictorian ofHarvard in 1854 His
- > Writings reved him to be an idealist, a
T transcendentalist, and a disciple of
the poet and essayiskalph Waldo
_ . Emerson another Harvard graduate

Lowell discoveedtheriverfront acreagenear Dixon when he worked

in Burlington, lowa, with the Burlington and Missouri River

Railroad, later known as theChicagoBurlington and Quincy

Railroad. Lowel | 6s knowl e cagre franfJohbh Anees 2 0 1
a Burlington railroad engineerand Harvard classmatevho

recommended the property.
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The remarkably close proximity of theproperty to thelllinois

Central railroad tracks may havéeen a factoin connecting Lowell

with the land. In 1855, four years before Lowell made the purchase,

the lllinois Central took some timberfromt he pr dgnser t y 6 s
woodsto lay its tracks only 800 feet soutbf the acreage

Lowell oncevisited Hazelwood, a scenimeighboring property now
known as the Walgreen Estatd t 6 s | i k e |tgok thehimet h e
to survey the 201 acres

Why did he purchase the property2owell had spokenhighly of the
beauties of thigproperty and that he planned to eventually live here
It seems safe to assume thaelvasattracted by its picturesquehalf-
mile Rock River frontage its majestic bluffs overlooking the river,
and its spectaculanatural panoplyof birds, animals, treesand
flowers.

oLife in the Woodsb

To appreciatethe idea of livingin suchan estate Lowell may have

been influencedoyHe nr y Da v i damdus bookeldadn,s

or, Life in the Woods The book, now regarded as an American
classicfracesT h o r etwodyéas experiment of living simply in a

cabin in the woods near Concord, Massachusetts, along the shores of
Walden Pond. There are several reasons to conneaiwell with

T h or esgnatrework.

The timing of Isomnereasdn®h® r @ dadkvsaa s e
publishedin1854 and L o we loflthe Bixop praperthveas e
just five years later when the bootas being widely acclaimed
throughout the country in newspapers at that timeSince Lowell
guoted from Thoreauin his published letters he must have known
about Thoreauds book.



A second reaon is the personal commonalities of Lowell and
Thoreau. Both men wereHarvard graduates who hailed from the
Boston areawhere the book was publishedBoth were alsoadmirers
of Ralph Waldo Emerson andattracted to transcendentalispywhich
promoted non-conformity and self reliancepersonal renewalthe
unity of nature and spirit andrebelling againstsocietyand
established institutions

A third reason is theirpersonal

WALDEN; connectionsto Emerson, another
o Harvard graduate Boston nativeand
LA 00D 8. the leading trangendentalistof the
T ., time. Thoreaud tsvo-yearexperiment at

Walden Pond washostedby its owner,
Ralph Waldo Emerson.Emerson® son,
Edward Waldo Emerson wasthe first
person tochronicle the life of Charles
Russell Lowell. Edward was a friend of
the Lowells, andLowell & wifeasked
him to write her husband$ biography.
s Like Lowell, Edward Emerson

BOSTON: graduated from Harvard and worked in
Burlington, lowa, for the Burlington
and Missouri River Railroad.

So, it seems inevitable that Lowell would haverealh or e au 0 s
aboutthe glories ofliving at arustic waterfront domicile. Thus, the
book mayhave inspiredthe youthful idealistLowell to purchase the
201acres near Dixonin hopesthat he couldexperience theserenity
and selfreliance ofliving in a similar natural haven.

As Thoreau wrote in the book
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o | went to the woods because
to front only the essential facts dife, and see if | could not
learn what it had to teach, and not, when | came to die,
discover that | had not livedd

An Untimely Death

In April 1861, howeverthe cannon fireon Fort Sumter interrupted
Lowel | 8ds adeyeloping hisiDxonestate fowell, then
living in Maryland, immediately signed upwith the Union army and
was commissioned a captairDver the next three years, he served

a cavalry regimentwith vigor and gallantry, distinguishing himselfin
the Union victory at Antietam. Over many battles, Iis horse was shot
beneath himthirteen times, and heeventually roseto the rank of
colonel

In 1863 in a brief break from the war, he
married Josephine Shaw in New York City.
The next year, Lowell wadelled by a

bullet at the Battle of Cedar Creekn the
Shenandoah Valley of northern Virginia
As he lay mortally wounded, General

Philip Sheridan promoted him to

brigadier general sayingdl do not think
there was a qualitywhich | would have
addedhim. He was the perfection of a man
and asoldier." Lowell died the next dayat age

29 on October 20, 1864Six weeks later his only child, Carlotta
Russell Lowell, was born.

Josephing Charlesl863
5

A Gift to the City

Upon his death, responsibility for his 201 acres in Dixon fell tash
widow, Josephine. Shéater visited Dixon and viewed the property

8
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but it remainedessentiallyuntouched fordecadesJosephindived
the remainder of her life inNew York City, where she became an
admired benefactor of many charitable causes.

Believing that parks bring great value to citiesosephinegformed a

plan to give the landto the city of Dixon in memory of Charles but

she died in 1905. In 199her daughter, Carlotta Russell Lowell, then
carried out her motherods wish by
Dixon for use as a parkT he city graciouslyaccepted the gift, and the
transaction was consummated in 1907.

Carlotta hired the OlmstedBrothers, renownedlandscape architets

of Brookline, Masachusettsto examine the landand devisea
professionaplan to develop theproperty into a park. The Olmsteds
sentArthur C. Comey, a 1907 Harvard graduate, to come to Dixon

for two yearsto oversee the projegbersonallyDi x on di dnot
at the time, butthe young Comey would later becomenationally

known as alandscape architegtdty planner, and professor at

Harvard.

Arthur C. Comey®& work and vision would become a major factor in
securing thep a r leng-82rm successHis fingerprints can be found
on so many of the park popular features, including the Pinetum,
Woodcote,the well house the sheltersthe overlook,the extensive
use ofthe park& quarry rock,the boa docks, andthe location of the
roads Let® nowtake a closetook atsome of thesepopular elements
of the park



2 The Pinetum

When the Lowell family donated the land to Dixon in 190, the area
of todayds Pi netNERB-tumpwanlid actesof e d
cornfield that had been originally cultivated bylohn Richards,the
first settlerin the areaof the park Richardscame to the area in 1836
and built a home in 1837within the confines of the future park His
home, which is noted by a historical marker near the Vaile and
Pitcher shelters, was located in the northwest portion of the Lowell
land, in the upper section.

1909: The Pinetum Proposal

In addition to the donation of land, Carlotta Lowell also donated the
services ofandscape architecArthur C. Comey to propose strategies
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for improving and preservingthepark s beaut yCamey g i |
1909 report noted he many beautiful wildflowers in the park and

nearly 150 species of birds, but he described the forest area just east of
the pinetum as a orather uninteres

Comeyr ecommended that this area be 0
dark-needled evergrens such as hemlocks, cedars, and pines, which

are now to be found growing wild a few miles to the north of the

park. 6 These owildo pines may have
Pines area, 8 miles to the north, which had been proposed as a state

park in 1903.

The architect thought that such a
to the woods from the hot, dry southwest winds of summer (and the

cold dry northwest winds of winter), which (had) already killed the
trees along the exposed borders of

1920s: 4,000 Seedlings

Carl otta Lowel | t hen donated $500
pl anting of 2020morey, $500eseabout&15,000.

The pinetum project, however, didn
when the Park Boardstarted planting 4,000 seedlings of 22 species of

trees in the pine family. Included were nine different kinds of pines,

four different spruce species, three kinds of firetes, and others.

At that time, some wayward individual took advantage of the new
seedlings. In 1927 the DixorPark Boardresponded byannoundng a
reward of $25 to find the person who had stolen some of the newly
planted trees from the pinetum.

While the planting offered ecological and aesthetic advantages, it also
meant that the Pinetum became the only section of Lowell Park that
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IS not in its original natural state. Thus, it is the only part of the 20
acres of Lowell Park that cannot be classifiedas onat ur al par

1825: Kelloggds Trail

One of the notable
historic features of
Lowell Park is that
Kel |l oggos
proceeded through
the Pinetum area.

Oliver W. Kellogg
was the brotherin-
law of Father John
Dixon, who
famously took over
operation of the |
ferry over the Rock |
River in 1830. |
Kellogg, however, had been through the area as early as 1825, blazing
a trail from Peoria to the Galena lead mines, which were attracting
many fortune-seekers at that time.

RN
RN

LOWELL PARK

Kel | og gdse kndwn ag the Galena Trail, was widely used by
the early settlers of northwestern lllinois. These travelers came
through here on horseback, in stagecoaches, with wagons, and
sometimes with livestock.

In 1941, a Lowell Park historyreported, 0 T ksecal fedture on the

| and of greatest historical I mport
Trail to Galena still plainly visible between the south road and the

Pi n et Today, bowever,therutsarma ot opl ai nly vi si

12



Passing Through the
Pinetum

YOU ARE STANDING

The trail likely entered the vnui?:ﬁm\:?ja
upper park area from the ¢ e

PEORIA TO/GALENARTRAIL

south in the overgrown
area just west of the South:
Road. The trail then ,é
stretched through the east 5 B ,

This marker gisxt tahe main road;
end of today in the upper section of the parkf

ANOL SBDANCILER
1997

In the center of the park, about 100 yards east of the Nature Center, a
rock with a historical mar ker 1 den
the Main Road through todayods park
north-northwesterly direction, exiting the park boundary at the point

where the North Road is closest to Lowell Park RoadSee map, p.

11))

Improvements

In 1934, about a half mile of new roadway was built through the

Pinetum. At that time, about2,0006 t he o0s mal | pl nNnes (
transplanted from this area into other sections of the park to replace

trees that had died. A new planting of 2,500 pines in the pinetum

then commenced. Over the years, other improvements included the

periodic clearing of dead or @eased pines trees in order to maintain

the beauty of this distinctive area of the park.

Even though the Pinetumds connect.
historically significant, the beautiful open area of the Pinetum has

been more appreciated for almost@ntury as a favorite place for

recreation, nature walks, kitelying, and evenweddings.
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3 The Lowell Shelter

All the shelters in Lowell Park are named for a local citizen who has
been instrumental in developing the park. Tk Lowell shelter,
however, is named for the Lowell family that gave the land to the city
in 1907.

The Lowell Shelter was =~
probably the second ¥
shelter built at Lowell
Park. The first was
probably the Vaile
Shelter, which is on the
North Loop Road on
the north bluff. The
Lowell Shelter, the only
o0l og cabin
the park, was built in
1916. The walls of all
the other shelters are made of quarry rock.

When planning the par lshowetsofen desi gn
come very suddenly in summer. o6 Con
built not only for picnicking events but also to offer shelter from

storms. In addition,many shelters featurd stone fireplaces for

cookouts, where a fire could be built safelyithout creating the

danger d a forest fire.

In keeping with the original plan, the shelters were designed to be

simple and to harmonize with the surrounding woods. Accordingly,

the rock in all the parkds shelter
located just 600 feet to the northwest of th Lowell Shelter.

14



The Overlook

This site, which is 170 feet above the level of the river, was obviously
chosen for its beautiful overlook of the Rock River. Over the years,
the park has occasionally needed some tr@nning in order to
maintain the visual benefits of this overlook.

One of the major thinning projects took place in the 1980s when the
panoramic view was greatly improvedAt th attime, several citizens
voiced their objection tothe cutting of trees, but todayfew would
complain of the breathtakingview that hasbecomea favorite venue
for photographers.

The Ice Box

Lowell Park enthusiasts know the unique rock formation known as
the Oo0coolero or the wetepsGomthe® x, 6 whi
Lowell Shelter in the bluff below and to the right (south). The cleft
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in the rock is just wide enough for a person to climb up and down
the natural steps. Even during the warmest days, hikers can go to the
ice box where it is always coolral damp.

Going the Wrong Way

Il n the parkds first 10 year s, It w
horsedriven carriage. Dixonite Ruth Rammelt once recalled that, in

1916 when she was aboeight years old, her father was carrying the

family in their horse-and-buggy down these hairpincurves.She said

they were all terrified when theynearly collidedwith another horse

and buggy coming from the opposite way. No one was hurt, but the

incident frightened everyone so badly that her father complained to

the mayor the next day.

On August 1, 1916, the city council passed an ordinance making this
road a oneway road going down only, assessing a fine of $10 to $200
for anyone using the road to go up.

Improvements

The original shelterat this spotwas 25 feet closer to the road, as is
indicated by the concretgad between the shelter and the roadin

1934 the shelter was moved back. The likely reason was to increase
safety by improving the ability of pedestrians and vehicles to see one
another while everyone has their eyes on tispectaculamoverlook. At
that same time, thePark Boardalso decided to build five more
sheltersthroughout the park

In 1996, the LowellSh el t er 6 s or i gi nalreplacednber s
sincethey had deteriorated overtte previous 80 years. In keeping

with Lowell Park tradition, the sh
hardwood logsharvestedwithin the park.
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4 Bathhouse and Riverfront

The Lowell Park Beach, 1910 : f

By 1907, when the Lowells gave thiproperty to Dixon, there was
already a o0l arge and increasing am
So, in the very first year of oOLow

landings were erected, and one of them was in the southeast corner of
the park.

From the very beginning, it was expected that people would come to

the park in one of two ways: onhe Ww
buggy), and the other was by boat. For many people,dboat dock

was their primary entry point into Lowell Park.

Many of these boaters ditiot have boats of their own. Rather, they
arrived by a boating service that chargea fee to board the boat in

17



Dixon at the north side or south sidelock just above the Dixon dam
From there, they tooka pleasant 4mile ride upriver to Lowell Park.

Boating Services

One popular boating service was
offered by Robert Espy. In 1902, |
before the days of the automobile {1%
and before Lowell Park was
established, Espy built a paddie

wheel steamboat g Y

of Dixon, 6 whi c FF=SEgas

about 116 passengers. His service thi®ok passengers to and from

popular sites such as Assembly Park with its big dome auditorium

and the olsland Park, 6 which is th
dam.

When Lowel | Park began in 1907, Es

much that he addedtwomo e boats and placed a
of Dixond6 to entertain passengers
summer months, Espy even lived in his houseboat at Lowell Park.

He continued his boating service for more than 40 years until his

death in 1944,

Boat Races

Boat races were also a common feature at Lowell Park in its early

decades. When the park first opened idugust of 1907, nearly every
business in Dixon closed toAncommem
estimated six thousand people came to the paxk fa full program of

activities that included boat races, aquatic gamesck racesa

wat ermel on eati ng c oandmusctHpowewer, 0 f a't
no activities were held intheeveninp ecause of o0t he di
getting proper | ights. 6

18



Building the Bathhouse

Although Lowell Park Beachwas used for swimming as early as

1912, swimming became a major attraction in 1922 when tRark

Board opened a bathhouse along with a new dock with a diving

board, all at a cost of $9,000 (or about $15000n 2020money). The
south and west wings of the bathho
womenod6s dressing rooms and showers
concession stand for selling refreshments and renting clothing

baskets that could accommodate 800 swimmers.

In addition to building the bathhouse, theéPark Boardalso moved
the beach to tle bathhousdocation from its previous location to the
north. Sand was also added for a more comfortable beach.

Since the bathhouse incurred ongoing expenses for paying a
lifeguard and maintaining the docks and the bathhouse, thark
Board charged ten cents for each patron of the bathhouse. Many,
however, avoided the dime fee by simply changing their clothing in
public, outside the bathhouse. This caused the board to receive
several complaints of indecent exposure.

By the 1920s most people were coming to the park in automobiles,
and peoplefelt free to park their cars on the grass or wherever they
wanted. So, thePark Boardarranged for large blocks of stone from

the quarry to be placed along the roadside to keep caf$ the grass
These stone blocks enhanced the natural beauty of the park and were
so durable that they can still be found around the park, a century
later.

19



19261932: Ronald Reagan

In 1926, 15yearold Ronald
Reagan was employedt the park
for the first of seven summers as a &
lifeguard and swimming instructor
at the beach, where it was not
uncommon to have 500 to 800
swimmers in a 12hour day. In his
1990 atobiography, Reagan
described his | | g
of the best | obsg®

At the time, Reagan had taken a
course on lifesaving at the YMCA,
and he jumped at the chance to
quit a construction joband become
a lifeguardat Lowell Park. He
recall ed working
week, ten to twe
for $15 a week, eventually
increasing to $20 a week. He
continued as a lifeguard every summer through his college years,
using the money to pay for tuition. His final sumner as a lifeguard
wasin 1932, just aftehe graduatd from Eureka College.

: ; ; y, 0
Ronald Reagan at Lowell Park, 1§

Reagands renown as a | ifesaver was
Telegraph had published articles in the 1920s and 30s that chronicled

the increasing tally of lives that he sadeat Lowell Park Beach. As
Reagan said in his autobiography,
my life is seventyseverii the number of people | saved during those
seven summers. O
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JggE His lifesaving record is recorded on a
st otey Nistorical marker just to the lefiof the
~  — Dboat landing areaYou might think

- == that 77 is an inflated number. But

hundreds of swimmers were known

_ to be here on any day throughout

§ those seven summers. On peak days,

- " the number could reach 1,000. Since

Reagan worked 10 to 12 hours a day

forsevd days a week, I t O
see how he could eventually save 77

= lives.

When Reagan returned to Dixon in

= 1990, he visited Lowell Park. While

standing on the shore, he skipped
stones on the river as he used to do as

a lifeguard. Standing at his side, EG@onroy reached down to get

more stones, but he slipped and started to fall toward the water.

Reagan quickly reached out and prevented Conroy from falling.

Reagan then quipped, oThatodos 78. 0
Popularity of Swimming

In the 1940s, visitors to thé.owell Park riverfront reached a peak

during July Fourth celebrations. In 1943, during the war, Lowell

Park h-Bhd, 6Vwhi ch attracted oOover
swimming races, sporting events, picnics, and concerts by two bands.

On July 4, 1947, that number had increasdt o 0 an esti mat e
to 20,000 pebphgopfogramodapgf swim
races € bubbl e g u-aallingoontestshogsallingh us b a
contests, an amateur show, and oth
ot houeandwi mmers splashed in the r

21



With all the swimmers braving the Rock River currents, you might

think that there would be an occasional tragedy. But in 1948, the

Tel egraph reported, OFor more than
maintained a bathirg beach in Lowell Park which has the enviable
record of but one drowning.oO

In the 1950s the popularity of the Lowell Park Beach began to drop

off. The opening of Memorial Pool inDixon in 19507 dedicated by

Ronald Reaganhimselfii may havebeen a contributirng factor.
Finally, in 1959, o0othe beach was c
ending an era of over 50 years of enjoyment by tens of thousands of
peopl e. 6

Restoring the Bathhouse

In time, the bathhouse
began to fall into
disrepair, and in the
1980s, he restrooms at
the bathhouse were
closed. But in 1997,
whi |l e Reaga
was declining, the
community came e SRS B e
together to save the historic bath
$10,000 was raised to repair and restore the bathhouse, which was
laternaned O Reagan Bat hhoused6 in honor
who spent seven summerthere as a lifeguard.

During the renovation, avintage rental bathing suit, probably from
the 1920s, was found in a box atébathhouse. That suit has been
framed and mountel and is on display at the Ruth Edwards Nature
Center near the front of the park.
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Today, the Reagan Bathhouse can be rented, and it has become a
popular venue for gatherings of all kinds such as birthdays, baby
showers, club meetings, and reunionf the summers, it hasoften
beenrented almost every weekend by groups that love the historic
setting, the fresh air, andthe beautiful view of the Rock River.
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5 Woodcote

The term 6Woodcoted means oOcottage
perfectdescription of this building. Over the years, this cottage has

often been called oOLowel | Par k Lod
oOWoodcoteo has been its official n

After the park was given to the city in 1907, it appears that a pavilion
near the river was the very first structure completed. The second
building was Woodcote, constructed before any of the shelters.

Designing the Home

In 1907 Carlotta Lowell hired the renowned Olmsted Brothers of

Brookline, Massachusetts, to design the pa®ne of the brothers,
Frederick Law Olmsted Jr,e st abl i shed Harvard Un
formal training program in landscape architecture, and he was the
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son of Frederick Law Ol msted, who I
American | andscape architecture. 6

Much of the planning work on Lowel
Art hur C. Comey, a fresh 1907 gr ad
architecture program. From 19070 1909, Comey spent much time

studying the property and crafting his 1909 report that offered his
recommendations for careful development.

Comey felt that building the caret
to designing a successful park. In keepingith Olmsted principles,

he created the home with a design
| tsel fo and that oworks on the wunc

Blending with Nature

Thus, Woodcote was built of natural materials including nearly 40

cordsof limestone that came fromthgpar Kk s quarry. The
offered a view of the river, yet it & the entirety of that river view

available to park visitorsThe building is secluded andblended so

well with the environment, parkvisitors might never be awee that
Woodcoteexists

Reflecting the common transportation methods of 1909, the first
Woodcote included a stable with stalls for three horses and a large
area for carriages. The home itself has four bedrooms and a basement
under the whole house. The wrrounding grounds were beautified by
natural shrubbery, flowers, and a place for a garden.

When the home was completed in September of 1909, Woodcote was
described as oOsomething entirely n

25



Its First Resident

Comeydos 1909 report included a det
candidate for the park superintendent who would livat Woodcote
Comeysai d the caretaker must be 0an
brave offici
: i Nr - who would
Arthur e . " police the

' ' Fase | property. His
very presence
should be
osufficient
prevent the
worst forms of
injury to the
property
without the

necessity of
arrests or fights
of any sort

In addition to being a policeman, he said that the caretaker must also
be an educator, tree surgeon, fence repairand sign-maker. He

would alsoconstantly remove dead brush to reduce the possibility of
fires and dig trenches that guide storm water in appropriate
directions.

The Consultant Becomes Caretaker
Comey also recommended that the caretaker sign a thieear
contract. ThePark Boardliked his recommendations so much that it

hired Comey himself to be the first park superintendent at a salary of
$100 per month.
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The 23-yearold Comey accepted the offer, but he did not stay long.
Even though he submitted his recommendations in March of 1909,
he was gone by the fal(Yes,he violated his own recommendation
for a 3year contract.)

Arthur C. Comey returned to Cambridge, Massachusetts, where he
soon became a renowned and nationally known landscape architect
and city planner who published widely and taught at Harvard. But

his very first professional employment was here in Dixon as Lowell
Par kds first dingtpesident of Weadabte.nt and

The Grayhbill Era

So, in the fall of 1909, th&ark Boardhired a local man, 46yearold
| saac Graybill, to be the panmdkds
thelr 14year oId adopted son, Edward, then lived at Woodcote.

e | Sadie also became a notedset tahe park.
Around 1914, she began cooking meals for
the public at Woodcote, and she also rented
rooms at Woodcote.

The Graybills capably handled the labor
tasks of a caretaker, but thieark Board still
needed expert advice on developing the

M park. So, in 1910, the board hired O. C.

B8 | Simonds, a prominent landscape architect in
O. C. Simon(@ourtesy of ;' Chicago, to serve as a consultattt supervise

Washtenaw County Hlstorlcal P

[ E—— . the parkds devel opment.

The Simonds Era

Like Olmsted and Comey, Simonds was also a renowned figure in
landscape architecture. In 1913, he served as president of the
American Society of Landscape Architects, and he also designed the
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grounds of the Morbn Arboretum in Lisle, lllinois. Simonds was
retained by the Dixon ParkBoard for the next two decades.

When Lowell Park approachedits 100" year, thePark Board applied
for recognition on the National Register of Historic Places. Its
application for higoric status was greatly enhanced when the
reviewers saw that the celebrated names of Olmsted, Comey, and
Simonds had worked on the design and development of the park.
Lowell Park was officially added to the Register in 2006, just in time
for its centennid.

Reagan and the Graybills

But | etds go back to the 1920s. By
wife, Ruth, began running the concession stand and bathhouse

during summers at Lowell Park. During the seven years when

Ronald Reagan served as lifeguard at Lowell PaBeach he

devdoped a good friendship with the Graybills, who had hired him

and often served him meals.

In 1985, PresidentReagan wrote a letter to Ruth Grayhbill, in which

he recalled the Grayhbills serving him spareribs and sauerkraut. He
remembered one long summer dagf working at the beach when he

and Johnny Crabtree ate ofour poun
provided.

Il n 1990, during Reaganod6s | ast vi si
and talk with 91-yearold Ruth Graybill about their Lowell Park
days. Ruth ded five years later, in 1995.

The Jensen Era

Even though Ed and Ruth Graybill would continue to manage the
beach and concession stand into the 1930s, Isaac Grayhbill resigned as
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park superintendent in 1926, as he and Sadie moved into town. Sadie

then continued her reputation as an excellent cook, but she did so as

a manager at the Assembly Mthatel I n
time, she and Isaac were approaching 70, and they both died in the

1930s and were buried at Oakwood Cemetery.

Meanwhile, at Woalcote in 1926, Isaac Graybill was replaced by

John Jensen as Lowell Park Superintendent. He was described as
oable and intelligentdéd and as some
best interest. His wife, Minnie Jensen, continued the Grayhbill

tradition of offering lodging and excellent meals at Woodcote for

visiting dignitaries, private parties, and club meetings.

The Jensens served the park faithfully for almost 30 years, resigning
around 1953. |t appears that after
parksno longer lived at Woodcote. By then, the Dixon park system
oencompassed more park acreage per
state, 6 and the park director need
the city.

Available for Rent

So, starting in the mid 1950st appears that Woodcote became

available as a rental property. In 1954, ads even appeared in the
Chicago Tribune, advertising 0SI| ee
beauti ful Lowel | Park Lodgeo i n Di
Cottage is available for rental, @hit continues to be a treasured
charming hideaway nestled within L

In 1909, when Woodcote first opened, the Dixon Evening Telegraph

reported, oAl I who have seen this
with it.26
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Today, the same complimens t i | | applies to this
wood, 6 which stands as t he -mddalest
structure at Lowell Park.
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6 Valle and Pitcher Shelters

The 1837 Home ofJohnand Ann Richards

As is noted on the historical marker next to Vaile Shelter, the family

of John and Ann Richards built a home near this spot in 1837.
Originally from England, they c¢ame
a journey that took four and a half days by covered wagon

When they arrived at Dixonds Ferry
Septemberl , 1836, Ann Richards said, 0
time, Dixon had only 11 buildings of any kind.

Their youngest
child, who was
only 18 months
old, died a week
later and was the
third person
buried at
Oakwood
- Cemetery. Since
- Richards was a
. farmer, and it

~ was too late in
the season to
start farming,
they spent their
first winter in a tavern in Dixon, which was probably the same as
John Dixonds first | og house. (In
lodging.) With the arrival of spring in 1837, Richards began to
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construct a frame homen the woods which later be@me the
northwest portion of Lowell Park.

Water, Rock, Wood, and Protection

You might think that the location is an odd choice for a frontier
home. However,it was common for the early settlers to build in a
grove of treeswhich provided protection from the autumnal prairie
fires and fromweather extremes in winter and summer.

In addition, the Richardscould retrieve water from the Rock River

to the east androm Sevenmile Branch to the north. Rock for a
foundation could also be harvested from thigowell Park) quarry,

and thedenseforest could supply an unending supply of firewood for
warmth and cooking

Near the Tralil

At this early time, thelocationo f t he Ri cwasjustdssees h o me
away from Kell oggds Trai l of 1827,
That trail offered a pahway to Dixon and othersettlementsin

northwestern lllinois. When the home was under construction,

Kell oggbs Trail was wused to bring
horse and wagon.

The family also traveledegularly on the same trail to Dixonwhere

the family developedclosetieswith its residentsin their first year,

John and Ann Richards wereone of four familiesthat became the

founding members of thet o w firgt Blethodist church, which

organized inDixon on May 7, 1837. Some of the stone used in the
basement of the Richards home was
fireplace Iin the rear of the Metho
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River View

Another advantage of this site was
the excellent view. At that time, the
Rock River was visible fromtheir
home. Richards built hishousewith
an upstairs balcony so that the
family could sit on the balcony and
watch boat traffic on the river.

Farmland

Vaile Shelte

The Richards property also included
an open field just across Kell oggo
would not be planted for 90 yearsRichards planted corn in that 11

acre field, which is now the southwest corner of Lowell Park.

Well Connected

In those early days, settlers needed to be hospitable to travelers. The
Richards family gave shelter and lodging to several itinerant
Methodist ministers who were traveling through the area. In 1837,
another traveler was Thomas Ford, who spent several days in the
Richards home. Five years later, Ford became the governor of
lllinois ; he wasthe first governor to be raised in the state.

The Richards familybuilt strong relationships with many families in

Dixon. For example, William Richards, their son, later married
Henrietta Dixon, Fat her John Dixon
first white baby born in Dixon.

The Richards family eventually lét this home and moved across the
river to the Grand Detour road. In 1909, when the first plan for
Lowell Park was submitted to the DixonPark Board, the landscape
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architect said that remnants of th
at this location. The depression for the cellar still visible, only a few
feet behind the historical marker.

Ed Vaile

The two other notable sites here are the Vaile and Pitcher shelters,
named after leading?ark Board members who devoted decades to
Lowell Parkand Dixonés par k system.

Ed Vaile (18741955) was a Dixon native who owned the popular

Vail e & O6Malley clothing store in
immediately after Lowell Park was given to the city, Vaile served on

the first Board of Commissioners of the parldis service continued

for 46 years until he resigned in 1953, having served 14 of those years

as board president.

Intensely interested in Dixon history and its parks, Vaile was the

person who generated theroud statistict hat o0Di xon has n
acreme per capita than any city in t
was a key factor that made that static possible.

Ed Vaile died in 1955 at age 81. In his final days, the Park Board
passed a resolution, announcing th
valuable service to the public than any other citizen of this
community. o

Louis Pitcher
Louis Pitcher was also a Dixon native who was very active in
community affairs. He was a longime employee of the Dixon Home

Telephone Company, where he worked his ay through the ranks to
serve as its general manager. He was elected president otk
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Boardin 1929, and he served on theoardfor 23 years until his death
in 1951 at age 70.

The Shelters

When the initial plans for the park were laid out in 1909, the

landscape architect recommended that two shelters be built. One
shelter would be | ocated along the
half of the upper plateau. o

He sai d, 0Th edbe simplegdt dulestardial anth o u |
picturesque, but without ornamentation. They should be rather dark

i n color so as to harmonize with t
including Woodcote and the stone pillars at the entrance, were built

with stone harvestedrom the stone quarry located in the middle of

the park.

The Vaile Shelter, as it was named in the 1930s, was built sometime
in the 1910s and was probably the first shelter in the park. At that
same time, the north road that runs by this shelter was comeped.

View of the River

This site was selected for the shelter because of its location along the
north bluff, which, at that ti me,
river. o0 The 1909 architectds repor
bluffs are discoered beautiful views through the trees up and down

the broad valley of Rock River.o T
must have been similar to the vVview
balcony 80 years earlier.

Al t hough the architeaosdsoereegpensi vea
cutting, 6 the architect encouraged
trees one by one until the views a
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these views would then be Oounusual
altering the aspect of thetsr r oundi ng woods. 0

Later Improvements

In 1934 and 1935, during the Great Depression, funding became
available through Franklin Rooseve
back to work in various public construction projects. With this

funding, several improvenents were made to the park, which

i ncluded paving this onorth roado
shelters, which included the Pitcher Shelter.

Today, this area may be among the least visited sites in the park, but
it contains s omandobsthistoresitpsar kds ol d
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/ The Nature Center

In 1909, when landscape architect Arthur Comey identified his list of
recommendations for developing the park, he said that one of the
ovaluable resultsdé of the park was
nature. O

- Comey said that
: appreciating nature
h a s refimiag
i nfl uenced t h
: makes people

RUTH EDWARDS i | I appreciate its
 NATURE CNTEL S e ! artistic beauty,

= ; ibringing them
= of their
& surroundings and
\% into a healthy |
Soutdoor | if

e .

Noting that the park oaffords exce
he then identified a long list of birdswildflowers, and trees that are
found therein.

Birdlife
In 1908, the Telegraph published several articles by Comey in which
he identified manyof the common winter birds found at Lowell Park

such as the nuthatch, the chickadee, the junco, and the downy, hairy,
and red-bellied woodpeckers.
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But when spring arrived, Comey spotted more than 50 bird species
that had entered the park in May, such abke ovenbird, the scarlet
tanager, the bobolink, the reekyed vireo, the rosdreasted grosbeak,
the wood pewee, and the screech owl.

Overall, Comey counted nearly 150 different species of birds in the
park, which included the loon, the ringbilled gull, several varieties of
heron, the ruffled grouse prairie hen, four kinds of thrush, and
twenty-five varieties of warblers.

More Tree Species Than Englant

Reportedly, dl of England has 32 native species of trees. But Lowell
Park alone has 49 varietied trees.

In 1916, the Telegraph published lengthy articles about the
fascinating trees of Lowell Park. Besides the many varieties of oak,
elm, maple, walnut, poplar, and evergreens, the park is also home to
the shagbark hickory, the pignut, the basswoothe hawthorn, the

wild crabapple, the butternut, and the juniper.

While many visitors are oblivious to all the varieties of trees here, the
botanist views Lowell Park as a treasu&ove of trees and plants that

would take years to discover and apprece&atAnd this does not even
mention all the deer that find the
succession of wildflowers, or the 63 varieties of vines and shrubs.

The Grayhbill Insect Collection
In 1909, 14yearo |l d Ed Gr aybi | | mo vodtabe i nt o
(Woodcote) at Lowell Park when his father became the park

superintendent. Ed had been adopted when he was three, and he was
the Graybillsd6 only c¢child. So, whe
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friend was the panoply of nature, and one of his favaipastimes was
capturing butterflies, moths, and insects in the park.

When Graybill would walk out of the park to attend a nearby
schoolhouse, he was often distracted by a rare butterfly or moth. He
could not resist giving chase and sometimes arriving tiee country
schoolhouse an hour late.

In 1937, when Ed was 48 years old, he presented to the Dixon Public
Library his mounted collection of about 500 different butterflies,
moths, and insects. All of them were captured at Lowell Park.

The Graybill story demonstrates, not only the myriad of natural
species found here, but more importantly, the great educational
playground that children can experience at Lowell Park.

The Nature Center

In 1976, inspired by the

idea of propagating

education and the love

of nature, the Kiwanis

Club of Dixon

undertook the task of

raising funds for a

Nature Center. Dixon

Kiwanians led the

charge to build the
facility, while local

businesses chipped in muchfdhe materials and labor. When the
center opened in 1977, it featured various natural history displays and
reading materials.
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