Earthquake cements Pingree Grove on map
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February 11, 2010 

By DAVE GATHMAN AND STEVEN ROSS JOHNSON Staff Writers

When a 10-second-long earthquake hit at almost exactly 4 a.m. Wednesday, causing little damage but shaking up the surface world hard enough to be felt in Kentucky, the temblor launched little Pingree Grove into the big time of Chicago-area media. 
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Looking across land his family farms in far west Elgin near Pingree Grove, Bob Gehrke stands on the spot that the U.S. Geological Survey pinpoints as the epicenter of Wednesday morning's earthquake. The earthquake was measured at magnitude 3.8 and was felt in nine states. 
(Michael Smart/Staff Photographer) 
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The dogs at Kountry Kennels Pet Resort & Spa west of Elgin near Pingree Grove became anxious early Wednesday morning minutes prior to the earthquake. 

(Michael Smart/Staff Photographer) 
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The epicenter of Wednesday's earthquake was in western Elgin near Pingree Grove. 
(Jeff Frosch/Staff Designer) 
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Wednesday: No damage from quake


The U.S. Geological Survey at first estimated the quake had been centered in the Burlington area and ranked at 4.3 on the magnitude scale of intensity. By midmorning, new calculations had moved the epicenter to about one mile south-southeast of Pingree Grove, with a magnitude of 3.8. By 11 a.m., TV crews from Channel 5 and Channel 7 were in the parking lot of the village hall, hearing Village President Wyman "Clint" Carey tell how his village had grown from 124 people to 4,000 in a decade as the cameramen carefully worked in pictures of a passing freight train to capture the quaintness of the town's business district.

Carey told how a video surveillance camera in the village police station had captured visions of overhead lights blinking off and on as the quake made plaques dance in a trophy case.

"I always think of our village as the center of the universe. But today, everybody else does, too," Carey joked.

By noon, however, further study by the USGS scientists had figured out that the epicenter of the quake actually was 3.1 miles underneath a snow-covered cornfield farmed by Bob and Beth Gehrke at the southwest corner of Switzer Road and Route 20. And though that field was indeed "one mile south-southeast of Pingree Grove," it was on part of the Gehrke farm that has been annexed to the city of Elgin. In fact, although the Gehrkes rent it back to grow grain each year, the field now is owned by the Elgin Parks Department.

The Gehrkes said they had not yet visited the quake site, but doubted if any changes would be visible on the surface. "My sister told me I should check to see if up from the ground is a-bubbling crude (oil) now," Beth Gehrke said with a laugh, quoting from the "Beverly Hillbillies" theme song.

Animal anticipation

Can animals somehow sense when an earthquake is coming? On the other side of Route 20 from ground zero, Kountry Kennels manager Jerid Schmidt recalled how he had been baby-sitting 40 dogs at the kennels overnight. A few minutes before 4 a.m., all of them suddenly woke up and started whining, barking and jumping at their cage doors. 

"I thought somebody had somehow gotten into the building, because that's usually how the dogs act when there's a human around who they don't recognize," Schmidt said. Then a few minutes later, the quake hit. The windows began shaking violently "as if somebody was outside, banging on them," Schmidt said.

When he got back to the house where he lives adjacent to the kennel, Schmidt found that his framed, autographed photo of Chicago Bears player Dan Hampton had fallen off the wall.

Both Pingree Grove's Carey and Burlington Village President Kathy Loos said that when the quake woke them, their first thoughts were that a train had derailed. In fact, a freight train had gone off the tracks next to Loos' home in the middle of the night last Dec. 22. 

USGS reported the quake was felt as far away as Kentucky, Michigan and Wisconsin. 

Earthquakes in California and Alaska usually can be pinpointed to one of a complex of fault lines that form the border between great plates of the Earth, a USGS primer on earthquakes explains. But Illinois is in the middle of such a plate, and most of its fault lines are hidden far below the Earth's surface. The slippage that caused Wednesday's quake occurred an estimated 3.1 miles underground.

Uncharted territory

Northern Illinois University Geologist Philip Carpenter said the northern part of the state has had an average of about one earthquake a decade -- with the last occurring in 2004 about 40 miles southwest from the epicenter of Wednesday's earthquake hit. 

He said the day's quake was the first in that particular area since records of seismic activity began 150 years ago.

"There's not been any mapped faults in that area that have been identified as active faults before today," Carpenter said. 

Based on the day's events, Carpenter predicted surveys probably will be conducted by the Illinois State Geological Survey to gauge whether it was just an isolated occurrence or whether more activity can be expected. Longer-range plans include setting up stations throughout the area to monitor for smaller earthquakes that may not be detectable to people.

"Sometimes when an earthquake like this occurs with a magnitude of 3.8, then there's magnitude 2 and magnitude 1 earthquakes that are occurring along that same fault we didn't know existed before," he said. 

Even if future incidents were to occur, Carpenter said it was unlikely they would rise to the magnitude of 7.0 that hit Port-Au-Prince, Haiti, Jan. 12.

"The thing about northern Illinois is that we have not had any damaging earthquakes," he said. "There's been nothing larger than a magnitude 5.0 earthquake."

The day's quake also had no connection with the New Madrid Fault in southern part of Illinois, where an 8.0 magnitude earthquake hit in 1812, and is regarded as the one of the largest incidents in North American history.


