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Rock Island has been shaped by its neighborhoods and architecture over the past 160 years. Our history lies in the recent
past as well as in older eras. One historic period was the 1940s and 1950s, decades that changed the world and Rock Island.
Although much of the world was already involved in a great war in 1941, not until December did the United States formally
enter it on two fronts. Until then, optimism prevailed after the long depression years. In that year, shoes sold for $1.99 a pair
and butter was 34 cents a pound, but technology was expensive. A radio-phonograph automatically playing up to 14 records
was advertised at $44.88. In April, 1941, lots in the brand new Watch Hill subdivision were offered to the public.
In retrospect, this was not an auspicious time to market land. Yet these lots sold quickly to area movers and shakers. With
10 percent down and no interest or taxes for the first three years, many buyers opted for multiple lots to create an in-town
estate. Watch Hill Road, which winds through the center of the subdivision, began as an extension of the older 40th Avenue on
the west. The road was soon lengthened to 17th Street, providing a second access to this scenic area.
Only twelve homes were under construction in Watch Hill’s first year, most on the Hawthorne and Woodley Road cul-de-sacs.
Once we entered the war, building materials became scarce, and labor was diverted. A building boom in the late 1940s and early
1950s created the Watch Hill we see today, with typical construction costs significantly higher than the minimum $5500
mandated. Many of these original owners would remain for decades.
Watch Hill was the first Rock Island subdivision designed to take full advantage of unique geographical features while creating
park-like home settings. Bounded by steep ravines, and shaded by century-old trees, the generously sized lots in the 55 acre
subdivision are embraced by their natural surroundings
The architecture of Watch Hill is a product of its era, yet most of the homes show the influence of colonial American styles,
from the modest Cape Cod to the bold and high-style Georgian. The traditional Cape Cod was a gable-roofed 1 ½ story cottage
with its side gable, holding small dormers, turned toward the street. The Georgian was more ostentatious, with two or more
stories, masonry walls and symmetry throughout. Small-paned sash windows were typical. The combination of colonial
decorative elements and modern forms led to a new style known as the Minimal Traditional.
There were new forms as well. The Split Level, sometimes called the Raised Ranch, came into its own in the 1950s, while the
spreading one-story Ranch became an icon of the era. These styles were influenced by the earth-hugging Prairie style. A
frequent feature of the modern home was a patio or deck accessed by wide double doors, either sliding or hinged.
Watch Hill was platted without alleys, thus requiring street access to garages. Garages were always attached to the home,
sometimes linked by an open breezeway. Most originally held only one car, but have been expanded over the years. In contrast
to today’s homes, Watch Hill garages are typically recessed or use a side entrance and thus do not dominate the front façade.
The walking tour begins at the intersection of Hawthorne Road and Watch Hill Road. It first goes west, then returns to the east,
ending at 37 Watch Hill Road, which is a short distance from the starting point.

An example of the Minimal
Traditional influence on the
Ranch style was the home of
Albert and Clara Anderson, built
about 1956 at a cost of $25,000.
Mr. Anderson was a parts
manager for Economy Motor
Sales. The Ranch style is
apparent in the long, continuous
roofline, although it is gabled
rather than the typical hipped
roof and the eave overhang is
narrower. The Minimal
Traditional is seen in the
recessed front entry that is
flanked by sidelights. In the
1950s, small-paned windows still
had true divisions, with wood
muntins and separate panes,
rather than the simulated small
panes popular today. Although
such windows were difficult to
clean – as many as 24 corners
rather than just 4 in a sash -they reflected light differently. If
originally present, shutters would
have been sized so that they
could, at least theoretically,
function as window covers.
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At this point cross the street and return east along the south side of Watch Hill
Road. Note that further to the west, the homes have 40th Avenue addresses.
They are not part of the Watch Hill Subdivision but lie in a 1918 subdivision

Ralph and Lela Ritter, who were
associated with Ritter Real Estate,
were the first owners of this home
built in 1951 at a cost of $32,000.
Stucco gables topping the brick
walls provide visual variety in this
Minimal Traditional style house.
While obviously a modern home,
the effort to incorporate the
traditional influence is apparent.
The roof is simple, composed of
intersecting gables and false
gables. A classic column or
modern quoin effect is seen at
either side of the bay windows. It
was created by stacking especially
long bricks, alternately recessing
and extending the courses.
Casement-style windows, topped
with transoms, accent these
slightly protruding bays. Simpler
casements appear elsewhere in
the home. In the 1960s, the home
was enlarged with a three
bedroom addition.

