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Then let us live for joy and good

[ach moment here before ‘tis gone

And think weve done the besi we could
While here on earth we tLravel on.

Fred Francis, from his poem,
Brief Moments.

A any claim to admire the self-
Ni made, those who follow their
_awn path without regard to

the approbations of others. Yet, in real
life, when we cross the paths of those
who chart their own course, who are
true to their beliefs, we often call them
weird, eccentrie, refer to them as odd-
balls out of touch with reality.

Larry D. Kuster’s book, Fred
Francis, A Prairie State Genius, is the
long-awaited, definitive story af this
man of curiosity and intellect; a man
humble in nature but sure-footed in
his beliefs; one whao traveled his own
path regardless of what others thought;
one who understood that always
searching for the questions to be asked,
always doing the best one can, are the
best aspirations for a life well-lived.

Larry provides us with detailed
facts and true insight into why Fred
was a remarkable man, truly a genius.
Fred incorporated into his home,
Woodland Palace, unique, science-
hased features — a form of baseboard
heating; a cooling system which took
advantage of the earth’s natural tem-
perature; a unique sauna; a solarium
which turned over the air in 60-second
cycles; a concrete roof; special screens
that automatically covered windows
when opened; and so, so much more.

But as Larry explains, Fred's genius
extended far beyond mechanical things.
Fred understood and practiced a
healthy, science-based way of life.
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While very shy, he nevertheless found
the love of his life, Jeanie, and doted
on her until her death. Through her,
Fred came out ol his shell, at least a
little, making his rural wonderland a
gathering spot for groups small and
large alike, and he later gave lectures
to invited guests on his property.
Though not an overtly religious man,
Fred’s commitment to exploration of
thoughts and ideas — and with Jeanie’s
encouragement — led him to a closer
relationship with, and rellections on,
nature and its relationship to man.
As Russell T Neville, his longtime
friend, attorney, author and amarteur
photographer, wrote, Fred was a “deep
student and thinker. He holds original
ideas along many lines, and his speech is
thought provoking. You may not ugree
with some of his theories, but youll
admit that they are the result of much
deep thought and study . . . . It has
always seemed that here was a man
capable of supplying about every material
need by his own efforts. If he were cast
away on a desert island with a pop bot-
tle, we'd expect him to have a magnifving
glass, clothes, and everything else he
needed by the time he was rescued.”
Fred Francis was a polymath, a
modern-day Da Vinei living in the
heartland of America.

Larry begins his story with the
birth of Frederick Francis in 1856 in
Henry County, Tllineis, in a log cabin ar
the edge of Big Barren Grove, a sprawl
ing hardwood (orest, and the riotous
Hlinois prairie, four miles northeast of
Kewanee, the afterbirth ol the railroad
founded only two years earlier. Fred's
father was a strong-willed farmer,
entrepreneur, a self-made man, while
his mother never adapted to the rigors
of the lile away from others, ¢ventually
leaving her husband and family for a
life in the nearby growing village.

Young Fred remained with his
father in the country. Educated in both
hard work and a more formal curriculum
of the arts and sciences in rural schools,
he Look an interest in machinery.
Seeing his wide range of interests and
mechanical aptitude, a teacher gave
Fred a catalog from the new Illinois
Industrial University in Champaign
(later to become the University of
1llinois).

Al age 18, Fred became the first
from Kewanee Township to enroll at
ITU. Naturally, he took up engineering.
But he viewed himself as “a big green-
horn from the country,” while his class-
mates thought of him as “the odd genius
of his class.” While generally avoiding
social activities, Fred nevertheless
participated in a myriad of endeavors,
inchiding attending the 1876
Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition,
and leading his fellow students in
constructing and installing a tower
clock as a class graduation gift, a clock
still ticking away on campus today:

In four ycars, Fred finished his
studies, showing his lile-long frugality
by having spent only a total of $225
for his education. e made 10-horse-
power steam engines in the University
machine shop and sold them to pay for
most of his materials and his semester
fees. When he was short of funds his
[inal semester, he sold the University
an invention for a steam cngine he had
made.

After leaving the university, Fred
found employment at the Elgin Watch
Co. While there, he was instrumental
in developing an improvement in the
mainsprings in their watches. The
company paid Fred a royalty for cvery
watch sold with that feature. He soon
became financially set for life, retiring



at a mere 34-years-of-age. Years later,
Fred told the company to stop paying
the royalties, as he already had all the
money he needed.

While in Elgin, he met Jeanette
Rice Crowfoot, who became the love
of his life and constant companion and
partner in all until the end of her life.

Jeanie and Fred.
‘Teanie,” a widow with two grown chil-
dren, and Fred traveled to the East for
their honeymoon, before returning to
llinois to finish the unique home Fred
had begun building on his timbered
land northeast of Kewanee.

The Francis's “Woodland Palace”
was, as Russell T. Neville, described,
“one of the most unique homes it has
ever been our fortune to visit. . . . [Nfot
only of odd design, but it has many inter-
esting features of construction.” Those
features included the brick and stone
home with a poured concrete roof over
part of it (“it is safe to say that he owns
the only roof like this in the country”);
unique mechanical entry doors (“an
ingenious arrangement of ropes and
pulleys and levers entirely too deep work
for a non-mechanical mind to fathom”);
a clever fireplace; an intricately con-
structed, elaborate chandelier; and
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other “ingenious devices.” Fred carried
home much of the material for the
house, purchased in Kewanee, on his
bicycle or in a borrowed horse and
wagon (as a vegetarian, he eschewed
owning livestock), spending vears to
have his home take the shape he
wanted, and continuing to work on
aspects of it for his entire life.

Early in life, Fred began to recog-
nize the need for a healthy lifestyle and
healthy diet. As an adult, he became a
devotee of the “Physical Culture” move-
ment. His friend Neville remarked on
Fred’s different eating habits, which
included using “no condiments, and also
[he] does not eat many of the food stuffs
we mostly depend on. The fruit he raises
on his own place, preserved by his own
hands supplemented by nuts and fruits
and some rough fodder he buys are suffi-
cient for this remarkable man.” Although
Jeanie continued to eat meat, the two
still shared meals together, albeit
prepared differently and eating at
different tables.

When Jeanie became ill with what
was likely tuberculosis, Fred researched
the malady and helped Jeanie find
treatment. He doted on her throughout
her illness. Fred built a glass-enclosed,
domed room with intricate ventilation
to help her. His friend Neville wrote
“Mr. Francis built this glass room and
tenderly nursed her for months, prolong-
ing her life by his careful and loving
attentions.”

After Jeanie’s death, Fred lived
alone at Woodland Palace. But while
still a recluse, he continued to travel
into Kewanee. He even allowed groups
large and small to use his grounds for
picnics and other gatherings, and he
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Woodland Place.
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Solarium.
hosted talks on a variety of topics dear
to him.

Fred Francis died on December
22, 1926. His death was originally
found to be as the result of natural
causes, and he was cremated according
to the terms of his will. After cremation,
however, new evidence suggested that
Francis had shot himself. But Larry
thoroughly debunks that possibility.

In his will, Francis left all of his
land and his personal property to the
city of Kewanee for use as a city park, to
be called Francis Park. By 1930, an esti-
mated 15,000 people were using the
park annually. In the 1960s there were a
number of renovations made. In 1974,
the Illinois State Historical Society
designated Woodland Palace as an
Historical Site, and in 1975, Woodland
Palace was placed on the National
Register of Historic Places, both efforts
in which Larry's mother played a large
role. Today, there are significant efforts
underway to restore and preserve
Woodland Palace and the legacy of Fred
Francis, of which Larry is a part.

Larry has produced a masterpiece
with his book, displaying an incredible
amount of work to uncover and docu-
ment virtually all known facts of the
life of Fred Francis. It is an amazing
contribution to preserve Fred’s legacy
for future generations.

Larry's comprehensive, well-written
text makes for a fascinating read. He
has knitted the facts he has discovered
into a wondrous fabric of color and
vibrance. For instance, in describing a
train trip out West, Larry writes:
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“Fred made his way to the platform
of a car to get a better view. He stood
there all day and most of the night,
committing to memory the glorious sights
unfolding before him. As darkness
descended into night, the bright moon-
light illuminated a glacier miles away
causing the ice to sparkle and glisten.
Tired, his eyes full of cinders, Fred
retired to the sleeper car and immedi-
ately fell asleep.”

Once I had a chance to start
reading the book, it was hard to put it
down. BBy using endnotes rather than
footnotes, the writing flows for the
reader. Yet the rescarcher has quick
access to hundreds upon hundreds of
citations documenting Larry’s original
S0Urces.

Fred’s personal and professional
accomplishments are indeed remark-
able, especially given the times in
which he lived starting well over a
century-and-a-half ago. Although I was
somewhat familiar with Fred Francis,
my information was acquired mostly
from childhood pig roasts my extended
family held at Francis Park. When [
moved from Kewanee at the age of 12

in 1960, I learned very little more,
other than the occasional myth, which
Larry so ably dispels. I now realize that
my knowledge of I'red Trancis was triv-
ial at best, a shallow understanding of
the man. Larry captures the essence of
this man from the prairie. The book
illuminates not only Fred’s curiosity
and intellect, but his genuine, humble

vet self-confident approach to life. As
Fred wrote in another of his poems,

Tis not of gold or silver rare

Nor yet of jewels bright

But how to keep yourself supreme
By doing what is right.

Put simply, Larrv's book illimi-
nates the life of Fred Francis in a way
that no other publication has done to
date. Moreover, the book has provided
future researchers with a path to follow
as they look for more insight into the
extraordinary man. And, it provides
inspiration to those with curious souls
who aspire to think, regardless of the
con SE‘([[[(‘.[]C(:‘S.

After reading Larry’s book, you
will know so much more ahout Fred
Francis and why he was, indeed, a
prairie state genius.

Roger Malcolm, a retired Kewanee
High School science teacher and now a
volunteer docent at Woodlund Palace,
kindly spoke with me about both Fred
Francis and many of the unique features
of Woodland Palace.

John Mills Van Osdel,
Architect, wans Chicago

The Story of his Life, 1811 to 1891

There is no question that Chicago is an architecturally significant
clty. But before Louis Henry Sullivan, John Wellborn Root, and
Frank Lloyd Wright, before modernism, there lived a man whose
designs built it from the ground up. Written by his descendant,
retired architect Burtram Collver Hopkins 11, more than a century
later, this book traces the incredible mark left on Chicago by
architect John Mills Van Osdel ~a mark tragically largely wiped
out by the Great Fire of 1871, From the time he arrived in 1837 to
his death in 1891, Van Osdel watched the city swell from a village
of around a thousand people to a bustling metropolis of hundreds
of thousands. Though his name is little known today, he played a
crucial role in establishing architecture as a discipline in Chicago.

I
John NEE Van Osdel, J
Archit@st, ... Chicago
' o 109 In her Foreword, Dr. Ann Keating writes "Hopkina provides for
us a thoughtful view of Van Osdel's carear—and the many ways
that he broke new ground as an innovative designer of new
building types. In a 2004 essay in the Encyclopedia of Chicago, I
wrote that the history of 'Chicago architecture seldom begins with
Van Osdel and Boyington, because thelr work is viewed as
derivative and utilitarian rather than artistic and groundbreaking.
After reading the exhaustive wark that Hopkins has done in
exploring the career of Van Osdel, [ need to revise my assessment.
Van Ogdel, as much as the famous Chicago architects who came
after him, deserves attention for his 'vision and daring.'*

Hardcover Edition
Paperback Edition
-8.5 x 11.0 Inches
- 452 pa?es

- 29 surviving buildings in color

wwwjolnmillsvanosdel. com
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