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CALENDAR

Annual Event
Preservation Awards
May 28

Family Program
Pigs on the Loose
June 15 - August 3

Walking Tour
Old Gross Point
June 20

Walking Tour
Downtown Wilmette
July 19

Details on page 3

About the Museum

Free and open to the
public five days a week,
WHM is home to

acclaimed programs and
exhibits and a permanent
collection that preserves

the history of Wilmette
for all to enjoy.

For more Museum news,
visit our website at
wilmettehistory.org

Museum

News

Newsletter of the Wilmette Historical Museum

Wilmette & the US Census
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The United States has been taking a national
census every ten years since 1790, a stipulation
of the Constitution, and 2020 is the 24th census.
Looking back at several census years for the
Wilmette area provides a snapshot of the people
who lived here over the decades and the changes
that have occurred.

For the 1850 census, the data for the area is for
New Trier Township as a whole. There were

no incorporated villages at the time. According
to that census, there were 91 households, 473
people in total in the township (272 males, 201
females). Most people were farmers or farm
laborers, with a few skilled tradesmen in the
mix. This US census was the first one to include
data about individual people, not just heads of
household. It also asked “place of birth” for the
first time, so we learn that New Trier Township
had a large German immigrant community, with
a smattering of people born in other European
countries, the US and Canada. The 1860

census provided a similar picture of the local
community, with a slightly higher population
(165 households), most still farmers.

By 1870, the census began to reflect changes
in the area. Non-farm occupations appear

for the first time, including insurance agent,
bookkeeper, dry goods clerk, and many men in
the building trades.

The change is much more dramatic in the 1880
census, the first census when Wilmette is listed
separately, the village having been founded in

1872. The total population of the village was
419. From the census data, we can see that the
majority of residents are now born in the US,
although many are second generation. Many are
lawyers, manufacturers, real estate agents, and
some teachers. There are still many men in the
building trades, maybe due to the new homes
being built in the area. Some households now
have a servant. This census also asks questions
about education, especially noting if someone
cannot read or write (there are some), or if they
attended school in the last year. One question on
the census asks if the person is sick or disabled
on the day of enumeration, and there were nine
children noted, most with measles or whooping
cough. By contrast with Wilmette, the census
for the Village of Gross Point revealed that most
families still farmed.

In 1890, Wilmette’s population had jumped from
419 to 1,458. Unfortunately, the 1890 census
data was mostly destroyed in a fire, so let’s look
at 1910 instead when the town’s population was
4,943. This is a useful census to look at if one
is wondering what year an ancestor immigrated
and whether or not they were a naturalized
citizen. The census reveals that Wilmette had
changed from the 1850 farming community

it once was to a village of business people.
From other sources, we know that there is the
beginning of a downtown with a new Village
Hall, several schools and churches. Although
the town was much smaller that it is today, both
in population and in total acreage, we might
recognize it as the suburb it is today.



