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Owner receives help from generous donors

by Hillary Dickerson
editor@galgazette.com

GALENA–James Wirth knew he was in trouble 
in late July when the rain poured from the sky 
and through the ceiling, into the back portion of 
his home on High Street, the home of which Wirth 
considers himself caretaker, the original Galena 
home of U.S. and Julia Grant. 

When the �ash �ooding ceased, it was obvious 
Wirth needed to put a new roof on the house, con-
structed in 1853 or 1854 and home to the Grants 
from April 1860 to August 1865, when a group of 
Galena citizens presented the Civil War general and 
his family the much larger home on the east side of 
town, now the U.S. Grant Home State Historic Site. 

Wirth, who purchased the original Grant home 
six years ago and has since launched a 501(c)(3)
to make it possible for people to give tax-deductible 
donations for the preservation of the home, went 
to work, researching what type of roof would be 
historically-appropriate and seeking out companies 
that could do the work and would recognize the 
historical signi�cance of the home and be generous 
in helping make the project possible. 

Now, months later and thanks to the coopera-
tion of Mother Nature, a new cedar roof is in place
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Wirth said the home, relatively new when the 

Grants moved in, originally had a cedar roof, and 
then at some point, late in the 19th century, a metal 
roof replaced the original. 

The metal roof lasted until the mid-1990s when 
the home’s owner had a new cedar roof installed. 
Although historically correct, Wirth said, the large 
trees on and near the property create a great deal 
of shade, making the cedar dif�cult to maintain. 

Simply put, the roof, after this past summer’s 
storm, needed to be replaced. Wirth, unfortunately, 
had no budget to make that happen. 

Once not-for-pro�t status was of�cial, the at-
torney Wirth was working with explained if the roof 
were donated, the benefactor(s) could deduct that 
from their taxes. 

As he studied the products and cedar shingles, 
Wirth learned of a specially-treated cedar roof 
available from Western Wood Preservers in British 
Columbia, Canada. 

The company, Wirth explained, was recom-
mended 	by an architect with the National Park 
Service. 

The specially-treated cedar roof is under war-
ranty for 50 years, according to Wirth, because of a 
barrier that is formed to prevent decay.  

Thankfully, Wirth said, when two manufacturers 
heard of the plight–Watkins Group, also in British 

Columbia, and Anbrook Industries, donated a por-
tion of the shingles necessary, and sold the remain-
der to Wirth at a discount. Western Wood Preservers 
donated the treatment of the shingles, and BeeAre 
Holdings offered a discounted shipping rate. 

There was plenty of help locally as well. Mont-
gomery Trucking provided a dumpster at no charge 
and Cole-White Tree Service provided a fork lift 
to remove the bundles from the trailer when the 
shingles were delivered Dec. 8. 

Once the shingles were in Galena, Waukegan 
Roo�ng, factory-trained in installing cedar and 
shake shingles, stepped in to do the work. 

Wirth sent emails to six factory-trained con-
tractors asking for proposals. Waukegan Roo�ng 
responded, asking for more information about the 
house. The company donated all the work and even 
purchased the additional materials necessary to 
complete the work, including stainless steel nails. 
The crew worked on some of the coldest days of the 
year, �nishing the work that was started on Thursday 
by noon on Sunday. 

Wirth is grateful that all the contributors to the 
project recognized the signi�cance of the house, 
not only to the history of Galena and the area but 
to the nation as well. 
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Since purchasing the house, Wirth has always 

intended to open the seven-room home, described 
by Julia Grant in her memoirs, to the public as a 
historic site.

Slowly but surely Wirth, who moved to Galena 
in 1998 from southern California, is getting to that 
point. 

He worked with a professor from Loyola Uni-
versity in Chicago to obtain the Internal Revenue 
Service 501(c)(3) status, and after three years of 
work, recently successfully reached that point when 
the Foundation for U.S. Grant’s Legacy was given 
�nal approval. 

In addition to the roof, other work has been 
completed on the home as well. 

Robert Kuntz, a member of the not-for-pro�t, 
restored the original heavy gauge walnut shutters 
on the house, spending approximately 20 hours on 
each pair in 2009. 

Kuntz also created the picket fence in front of 
the house, deemed appropriate by the National Park 
Service, said Wirth. 

The next phase in opening the house for tours, 
Wirth said, is obtaining a special use permit from 
the city. He needs to have a traf�c study completed 
and get a better idea, from a practical standpoint, 
of how many people may be able to tour the home 
each year. 

James Wirth, who owns the original Galena home of President U.S. Grant and his wife, Julia, on High Street, 
shows off the home’s new cedar shingled roof that was made possible through generous donors. Hillary 
Dickerson photos

A view from the front of the home the Grants lived in when they �rst moved to Galena.

With cooperation from Mother Nature, repairs to Blackjack Road are underway after late July �ash �ooding caused considerable damage. The Jo Daviess County 
Board, at its Dec. 13 regular meeting, approved bids, awarding emergency repair work projects on Blackjack Road, with 100 percent reimbursement from the Federal 
Highway Administration, to Vincent Earth Moving of Elizabeth and Northern Contracting of DeKalb. Mark Van Osdol photo
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GALENA–Midwest Medical Center, located in 
Galena, offers monthly cholesterol screenings. This 
is a community bene�t Midwest Medical Center 
continues to offer as the Jo Daviess County Health 
Department was unable to continue this service 
to the community in partnership with Midwest 
Medical Center. 

The �rst Midwest Medical Center cholesterol 
screening will be held on Wednesday, Jan. 18 at the 
Jo Daviess County Health Department from 7:30 
to 9:30 a.m. 

The following tests are offered at discounted 
rates: blood pressure, blood cholesterol, blood 
chemistry, complete blood count, high sensitivity-
C – Reactive Protein, PSA, TSH, and HA1C. You 
must have the cholesterol test in order to qualify 
for any of the other tests. Participants must fast for 
12 hours prior to the test. Water may be consumed 
to maintain hydration. Prescription drugs may be 
taken with water only. Results will be mailed within a 
few days and include normal values. Physicians will 
receive results of the tests requiring a speci�c order. 

For more information, call the MMC Laboratory 
at 815-777-6421 or visit MidwestMedicalCenter.org.
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