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OVERVIEW 
 
The picturesque Tudor Revival style Chicago 
Town & Tennis Club building was designed in 
1924 by renowned Chicago architect George 
Washington Maher and his firm, George W. 
Maher & Son. George Maher was a seminal 
figure in both the Prairie style and the Arts & 
Crafts style movements in Chicago and across 
America. His prolific and noteworthy 
architectural firm included Philip Brooks 
Maher, his son. Philip Maher was also a 
leading architect in his own right and had a 
distinguished career. Both father and son were 
responsible for the design of architecturally 
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significant buildings throughout the Chicago region  and Midwest including many buildings that have rec eived 
prestigious Chicago Landmark designation. It is bel ieved that both architects contributed meaningfully  to the 
design of the Chicago Town & Tennis Club building. 
 
The Chicago Town & Tennis Club building is located at 1925 W. Thome Avenue in Chicago’s West Ridge 
neighborhood. It is a beautiful, half-timbered stru cture with high gables, slate roof, and grand ballr ooms. The 
building’s intrinsic qualities and its remarkable f lexibility of design have allowed it to be repurpos ed over time. 
Originally built as a formal tennis clubhouse build ing, it was repurposed as a fraternal and social cl ub for the 
Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks also known as the Elks Club. The building later served as a re ligious use 
as Unity Church of Chicago. Flexibility of design i s often a hallmark of buildings designed by great a rchitects with 
good design principals, which can be re-outfitted t o accommodate a change in use or desired programs. 
 
In 2019, the Chicago Town & Tennis Club Building an d its grounds and gardens were purchased by the nei ghboring 
Misericordia for $7.5 million. Misericordia is a no n-profit organization dedicated to supporting indiv iduals with 
developmental disabilities and is affiliated with C atholic Charities of the Archdiocese of Chicago. Ho wever, instead 
of repurposing the building yet again, Misericordia  plans to clear the site for new construction. The proposed 
development plan covers the entire site and require s the full demolition of the historic building, the  adjoining 
structures, and the mature landscapes and gardens. 
 
The Tudor Revival building is orange-rated per the Chicago Historic Resources Survey. It is located up on a serene 
3.1-acre property and includes the clubhouse, sever al ancillary structures, and elaborate and extensiv e gardens 
with gazebos and fountains. These elements would se em to be a beautiful and natural campus extension f or 
Misericordia in its current configuration. Several large parking lots are present which could potentia lly 
accommodate the construction of new group homes and  accommodate the protection and integration of the 
landscapes and historic structures into Misericordi a’s 31-acre campus.  
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Misericordia plans to construct a series of low-den sity, free-standing housing units to accommodate in dividuals with 
developmental disabilities. This low-density design  approach requires significant acreage to accomplis h the desired 
number of new units, and nearly the entire site is required to accommodate the number of buildings. At  one point 
but no longer, the plans contemplated that the City  of Chicago would vacate the adjacent Thome Avenue to increase 
the buildable site and to integrate the new site wi th Misericordia’s main campus. 
 
Preservation Chicago recognizes the need for Miseri cordia’s expansion and supports its efforts to supp ly additional 
housing units for the developmentally disabled. We also believe that there are multiple win-win approa ches that 
would simultaneously accomplish both the constructi on of the new housing units and the preservation of  the 
historic Chicago Town & Tennis Club building.  
 
While the proposed alternate options are generally practical, achievable, and financially viable, they  all require 
collaboration, an openness to creative alternatives , and a willingness to engage in a genuine dialogue  between the 
stakeholders which include Misericordia, the West R idge Community, 40th Ward Alderman Andre Vasquez, t he 
Chicago Park District, and the Chicago Department o f Planning and Development’s Historic Preservation Division. 
The desired additional housing units for individual s with developmental disabilities will be built, bu t the extent to 
which the final development plan simultaneously emb races the wider desires and wishes of the West Ridg e 
community remains to be determined. Through creativ ity and collaboration, we can achieve a preservatio n-sensitive 
solution that would accomplish both priorities and save this beautiful building. 
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HISTORY 
 
The Chicago Town & Tennis Club was designed in 
1924 by the seminal Chicago architect George W. 
Maher, a contemporary of architects Frank Lloyd 
Wright and Louis Sullivan, and by Phillip Maher, hi s 
son and also a distinguished architect. George Mahe r 
was one of Chicago's preeminent architects. Many of  
his buildings are designated Chicago Landmarks or 
considered Landmark-eligible. He designed numerous 
notable homes in the neighborhoods of Uptown and 
Kenwood, and in suburban Oak Park and Kenilworth.  
 
The Chicago Town & Tennis Club was constructed in 
the Tudor Revival style during the 1920s craze in 
Chicago for athletic and social clubs. Specifically , it 
was inspired by the design of the Wimbledon Tennis 
Club in England and American tennis clubs such as 
The West Side Tennis Club at Forest Hills, Queens 
New York, which hosted more than 60 U.S. National 
Championships between 1915 and 1977. Originally 
overlooking 16 tennis courts and extensive gardens,  
the building served as a club house into the 1960s 
when the property was sold. It served as an Elks 
Lodge before a period of vacancy and its eventual 
restoration as Unity Church. ��������	�
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Unity Church of Chicago purchased the building and site in 1989. They engaged Vinci-Hamp Architects to  carefully 
restore portions of the building in 2002. They conv erted the dining room into a sanctuary and other ro oms into an 
art gallery and a social hall. Fortunately, the bui lding retained much of its original historic charac ter and details 
including its stained glass, decorative tile, and o rnamental plasterwork. The exterior of the building  with its high 
gables, half-timbering, slate roof and decorative b rickwork remains highly intact, notably including t he original 
stone carvings depicting a pair of tennis rackets. The building is orange-rated per the Chicago Histor ic Resources 
Survey which confirms its important architectural s ignificance to the West Ridge community and the Cit y of 
Chicago. 
 
Unity Church played an important role in the histor y of LGBTQ rights in Chicago and Illinois. After ye ars of 
efforts, on June 1, 2014, the first day that same-s ex marriage became legal in Illinois, 40 same-sex c ouples were 
married or renewed their vows at Unity Church. 
 
At one time the Unity Church congregation had about  1,500 members. However, a recent decline in member ship 
necessitated the sale. The 3.1-acre site and buildi ng was sold to Misericordia for $7.5 million, and t he congregation 
was allowed to remain in the building and on the gr ounds until October 2019. 
 
THREAT 
 
On December 20, 2019, Misericordia applied for a de molition permit for the Chicago Town & Tennis Club and to 
move forward with their development plans. A few we eks later in early January 2020, a community meetin g was 
held by Alderman Andre Vasquez to allow Misericordi a to present their plans. Because the building is o range-rated 
on the Chicago Historic Resources Survey, a 90-day demolition hold was placed on the permit applicatio n which 
was due to expire in March 2020 at which time a dem olition permit could be issued. The 90-day demoliti on hold has 
now been extended for another 90 days through mutua l agreement and is set to expire in mid-June 2020. As 
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reported in the press, Misericordia does not antici pate the new units to be completed until 2021, so t he rush to 
demolish the historic Chicago Town & Tennis Club Bu ilding is not being driven by the construction sche dule. 
 
Founded in 1921 and operated by the Sisters of Merc y, Misericordia Heart of Mercy has occupied its 31- acre campus 
in West Ridge since 1976 and currently houses 600 c hildren and adults with developmental disabilities.  Their wait 
list includes 300 families, illustrating the signif icant need for additional housing for individuals w ith developmental 
disabilities.  
 
Due to the need to build additional housing, in 201 8 Misericordia purchased the 3.1 acre site immediat ely south of 
their campus across Thome Avenue which includes the  Chicago Town & Tennis Club, a parking lot, and ext ensive 
gardens. They propose to build 16 new group homes o n the site which would house 8 to 15 residents each . The plan 
is to build a low-density housing cluster for appro ximately 150 residents. This plan includes the demo lition of the 
beautiful and historic Chicago Town & Tennis Club a nd gardens. 
 
Preservation Chicago supports Misericordia’s import ant mission and appreciates the need for additional  housing. 
However, we would prefer one of the alternate solut ions that would both increase the housing available  and prevent 
the demolition of an architecturally significant bu ilding that has been an important part of the West Ridge 
community for nearly 100 years. 
 
To maximize the buildable site and to secure the ne w parcel within their existing campus perimeter sec urity fence, 
Misericordia had requested that the adjacent stretc hes of Thome Avenue and Winchester Avenue contiguou s with 
their main campus be vacated by the City of Chicago . However, neighbors from an adjacent building who regularly 
park their vehicles on these city streets vocally o bjected to losing their free parking, and Misericor dia appears to 
have withdrawn this request. 
 
A zoning change within a Planned Development is req uired to allow for the community-style housing, as the current 
zoning does not permit this use. The alderman has s ignaled his preliminary support for the zoning chan ge. 



56          Preservation Chicago ��

������
��

 ������
���	
�
��		�
����
 
�	�!
������


��������	�
����	���������������������������������� �� �!������

 
Preservation Chicago made initial contact with Mise ricordia leadership in March 2018, approximately 2 years 
earlier, to alert them to the building’s historic s ignificance and orange-rating and to request that t he historic 
building be retained in their development plans. Mi sericordia considered the option of adaptive reuse for a 
residential use but ultimately chose not to pursue this option, instead choosing to advance with demol ition.   
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Recognizing the architectural significance of the C hicago Town & Tennis Club, Preservation Chicago is advocating 
for an alternative that would allow both the new su pportive housing to be constructed and the historic  building to 
be preserved. To accomplish a win-win solution that  achieves all stakeholder priorities, it is necessa ry to work in 
partnership and good faith with all stakeholders in cluding Misericordia, the West Ridge Community, 40t h Ward 
Alderman Andre Vasquez, the Chicago Park District, and the Chicago Department of Planning and Developm ent’s 
Historic Preservation Division. 
 
To this end, Preservation Chicago has been in commu nication with stakeholders while exploring several options 
that could potentially yield all objectives, thus a llowing all stakeholders to enjoy a positive outcom e. The proposed 
alternate options are generally practical, achievab le, and financially viable. They all require collab oration, an 
openness to creative alternatives, and a willingnes s to engage in a genuine dialogue between the stake holders and 
the Chicago Department of Planning and Development’ s Historic Preservation Division. The new additiona l 
housing units for individuals with developmental di sabilities are a constant in every scenario. Throug h creativity 
and collaboration, we can also achieve a preservati on-sensitive solution that would accomplish priorit ies for all 
stakeholders and save the Chicago Town & Tennis Clu b Building. 
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Additional time is also critical as all of these al ternatives require time to be pursued and implement ed. On 
December 20, 2019, Misericordia applied for a demol ition permit for the Chicago Town & Tennis Club, wh ich 
started the 90-day demolition permit delay process for the orange-rated building. This permit delay wi ll expire in 
March 2020 at which time the demolition permit coul d have been issued. However, in the spirit of partn ership and 
a willingness to consider an alternative solution, Misericordia has agreed to delay demolition for an additional 90 
days. Fortunately, the new construction is not sche duled to begin until late 2020, so this delay does not impact the 
construction schedule and delivery of Misericordia’ s new units. 
 
ALTERNATE 1: Misericordia’s current plan anticipates approximate ly 150 new residents, but its waitlist includes 
more than 300 individuals. If the zoning change wer e to allow for higher-density buildings, more units  could be 
built. By allowing a higher-density zoning on the C hicago Town & Tennis Club site and within the main 
Misericordia campus, Misericordia could potentially  build out more that the 16 new residential group h omes 
currently planned and serve more people in this dev elopment and potential future infill development on  their 
campus. Higher-density new construction on the Chic ago Town & Tennis Club site could be developed on t he 
current parking lots and deliver all the desired un its without requiring the land where the historic b uilding and 
garden currently stand. 
 
Misericordia’s preferred housing module is reflecte d in their current proposed development plan. Howev er, if 
granted a higher-density zoning, the design archite cts could explore more compact site plan layouts. A dditionally, a 
higher-density zoning would allow for narrower stre ets, less on-site parking, narrower setbacks betwee n buildings, 
and taller building heights.  
 
Misericordia already has community spaces within th eir existing campus. However, if Misericordia desir ed, the 
historic Chicago Town & Tennis Club building could relatively easily be converted for use as a beautif ul community 
center for the new residents and existing 600 resid ents living on the adjacent campus. The building is  in good 
condition and the first floor is at grade level, bu t the addition of a hydraulic elevator and ramps wo uld be necessary 
to make it ADA compliant.  This option would only b e viable for Misericordia if the development progra m could 
deliver the same number of new units and a preferre d building design. 
 
In addition to using the historic building for its own programming throughout the week, Misericordia c ould rent 
out the venue to generate additional revenues to su pport their nonprofit mission and operations. Follo wing a model 
similar to the Greenhouse Inn Restaurant currently operated by Misericordia on their main campus which  provides 
residents with developmental disabilities valuable work experience through restaurant employment, the historic 
Chicago Town & Tennis Club building could be rented  out for weddings and events which could provide re sidents 
with developmental disabilities valuable work exper ience through event-related employment. This potent ial use 
could generate significant earned income for the no n-profit and would serve to better integrate the Mi sericordia 
and West Ridge communities.  
 
ALTERNATE 2: If Misericordia did not wish to own and operate the  historic building, the portion of the site where 
the historic building is located could be subdivide d and sold to a private, third-party developer. The  millions of 
dollars generated from the sale of the valuable his toric building would partially offset the original $7.5 million 
purchase price, and this new source of funds could be used to build additional housing units.  
 
This approach requires higher-density zoning and th e design architects creating an acceptable more com pact site 
plan with a preferred housing module focusing the n ew construction on the parking lot. If the parking lot site could 
not accommodate all the desired new units, perhaps the proceeds from the sale could be used to purchas e land 
elsewhere along the perimeter of the main campus or  be used to create additional infill housing on und erutilized 
parcels or parking lots within the main campus. 
 
ALTERNATE 3: Another option to consider would be for Misericordi a to conduct a land swap with the Chicago 
Park District and the adjacent Emmerson Park. Emmer son Park was once part of the Chicago Town & Tennis  Club 
grounds, so reconnecting the park land and the orig inal historic clubhouse would be a natural choice. Misericordia 
could give the Chicago Town & Tennis Club building and gardens to the Chicago Park District. The Chica go Park 
District in exchange would give to Misericordia the  equivalent amount of land from Emmerson Park. 
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In this scenario, the Chicago Town & Tennis Club bu ilding would become the new Emmerson Park Fieldhous e 
which would provide much-needed programing to the W est Ridge community that the Chicago Park District’ s 
current modest shed building/public bathroom facili ty is simply too small to support. New fieldhouses often cost 
tens of millions of dollars, so the potential value  of this first-class historic building to the Chica go Park District and 
West Ridge communities is significant. A public use  for the Chicago Town & Tennis Club building would be an 
ideal outcome. 
 
This option would directly benefit Misericordia as the land swap would save the estimated $250,000 cos t of 
demolishing the historic building. Access to the hi storic clubhouse could also economically benefit th e park and the 
Chicago Park District, as the former Chicago Town &  Tennis Club building is remarkable with beautiful interior 
ballrooms and would be a desirable and lucrative ev ent and wedding venue that would generate much-need ed park 
revenues.  
 
The Chicago Park District already runs a robust bus iness of leasing event spaces in historic park dist rict buildings 
throughout Chicago for weddings and other celebrati ons. It could easily add the Chicago Town & Tennis Club to its 
list of offerings. This would be an amenity for the  wider Chicago community and could generate signifi cant income 
for the Chicago Park District to support ongoing op erations. Other than the need to provide elevator A DA access to 
the second floor, the historic building is in good condition. This use could be quickly implemented as  it has 
successfully hosted events and celebrations for dec ades as Unity Church. 
 
The relative location of the building, park and cam pus present challenges to this option. The historic  building is 
located at the northern edge of the block. Emmerson  Park is a long and narrow park which runs along th e southern 
portion of the block. Connecting Emmerson Park to t he building would require significant square footag e and leave 
the remaining bisected building site inefficient fo r new development. 
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ALTERNATE 4: Another option would be to physically move the hist oric Chicago Town & Tennis Club building 
from its current location approximately 250 feet du e south across the parking lot into Emmerson Park. Initially, 
this idea seemed the least plausible due to cost, b ut after Preservation Chicago received multiple com petitive bids 
for the cost of building moving that were much lowe r than expected, it might be the most compelling al ternative.  
 
Although more logistically complicated, moving the historic building into the park would provide a sub stantial 
benefit to both Misericordia and the wider West Rid ge community. It would save a first-class historic building and 
provide Misericordia with a clear site to allow mor e flexibility in their development site plan. Addit ionally, the 
estimated $250,000 cost of demolition would be avoi ded. Perhaps these savings could be used to offset a portion of 
the cost to move the historic building.  
 
Preservation Chicago has received bids from two wel l-established, large-scale building moving firms. B oth bids are 
similar in size and scope. They indicate the cost t o move the building into Emmerson Park to be approx imately 
$550,000. To prepare the foundation to receive the building would likely cost an additional $550,000. Additional 
miscellaneous repairs, adding an elevator, and brin ging the building into compliance with the American s with 
Disabilities Act are estimated at $400,000. So for approximately $1.5 million, the Chicago Park Distri ct could own a 
historic building that would serve as a magnificent  new fieldhouse.  
 
Chicago Park District fieldhouses often cost $20 mi llion or more to build new. If Misericordia pledged  the $250,000 
of budgeted demolition funds towards costs of movin g the historic building, the difference could be pa id for by the 
Chicago Park District, TIF funding, or private phil anthropy. Given this extraordinary opportunity, it is likely that 
the funds would be forthcoming. For perspective, th e Chicago Park District is currently spending $15 m illion to 
renovate historic Clarendon Park Fieldhouse and $1. 5 million in TIF funding to upgrade heating, ventil ation and 
air conditioning at the Revere Park Fieldhouse. Pre servation Chicago is already working with foundatio ns and 
individuals potentially interested in providing fun ds necessary to underwrite the cost of moving the b uilding. 
 
One challenge with this plan to move the historic b uilding into the park is that Emmerson Park is phys ically a 
narrow park at only 125-feet wide. The location in the park where the historic building could be reloc ated would 
reduce the already limited green space. However, if  Emmerson Park was slightly widened, the historic b uilding 
could be oriented along Winchester Avenue with mini mal negative impact to the current greenspace.   
 
Misericordia had initially requested that the adjac ent public streets of Thome Avenue and Winchester A venue be 
vacated by the City of Chicago. Their campus is a g ated community for the safety and comfort of their residents, 
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and Misericordia would likely prefer to include the  new site behind the fence. This request was withdr awn after 
neighbor objections to loss of street parking. A po ssible alternative could be a 1:1 swap between the City of Chicago 
and Misericordia. Small portions of Thome Avenue an d or part of Winchester Avenue could be vacated by the City of 
Chicago, become part of Misericordia’s property, an d seamlessly connect the new building site to the m ain campus. 
In exchange for this valuable city-owned property o n the northern edge of the construction site, Miser icordia would 
donate the equivalent total square footage on the s outhern edge of the construction site to the Chicag o Park District 
and Emmerson Park. This would enlarge the park, pro tect some of the existing mature trees and lovely g ardens 
earmarked for demolition, and provide a good site f or the relocated historic Chicago Town & Tennis Clu b building. 
This approach would provide a powerful win-win for both Misericordia and the West Ridge community.   
 
Neighbors in an adjacent private residential buildi ng have voiced concern over losing access to free street parking. 
The current public street right-of-way covers 1.5 a cres. Some modest loss in street parking will not h ave a material 
impact on parking. Additionally, the possibility of  a limited conversion of a city-owned vehicular str eet into city-
owned park green space could provide greater flexib ility in the ultimate configuration of Emmerson Par k to 
accommodate the move of the historic building. In g eneral, Preservation Chicago strongly supports the conversion of 
parking lots into public parks.  
 
Preservation Chicago recognizes the demand for Mise ricordia's extraordinary housing and services progr ams and 
strongly supports this noble and important work. Th ese recommendations are intended to preserve and ho nor 
Chicago's historic built environment and Landmark-q uality buildings, while simultaneously supporting t he 
construction of new housing residential units for t he developmentally disabled at Misericordia’s West Ridge 
Campus.  
 
We hope that all stakeholders will engage in a robu st and fruitful conversation and that together we c an find a win-
win solution that meets that needs of all stakehold ers. 
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