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St. Joseph Cemetery was consecrated 
in 1845, making it one of the oldest 

Catholic cemeteries still in existence 
in the Chicago area. It was created as a 
churchyard burial ground for St. Joseph 
Church, founded as a mission in 1843. 
According to available church records, the 
first burials were in February 1846. Burials 
continue to the present day.

St. Joseph’s original parish boundaries 
stretched from Irving Park Road north 
to Lake Cook Road. In the beginning, an 
itinerant priest served the community on 
horseback. e earliest parishioners were 
immigrants from Ireland, Germany (then 
Prussia), and Luxembourg. As you stroll 
through the cemetery, you will see the names 
of early settlers like Mahoney and Lauermann. 

Parish records reveal that there were 
many more burials than there are markers 
currently visible in the cemetery. ere are 
about 500 visible markers, some with more 
than one name engraved on them. Yet, from 
1846 to 1887 alone there are over 1,000 burials 
documented in the parish records. ere may 
be several reasons for this discrepancy. Not 
every grave received a marker, gravestones 
being expensive and usually requiring the 
presence of a remaining family member to 
order and pay for them, and some markers 
that once existed have disintegrated over time 
or been deliberately destroyed. 

A view of St. Joseph Cemetery, about 1895
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Cemetery Design

St. Joseph Cemetery began as a modest rural 
church graveyard in the mid-1800s with 
simple grave markers, some possibly made of 
wood as was common at the time. A wooden 
picket fence surrounded at least part of it. 
Until 1939, when the current church was built 
across the street, the church and cemetery 
were adjacent to one another. e concept 
of a cemetery next to a church is a very old 
arrangement that had gone out of favor in 
America by the mid-20th century. 

Changing Victorian ideas about death 
influenced the cemetery’s design. In the 
later 1800s, it was redesigned to more closely 
resemble a garden to memorialize the dead, 
rather than a more austere burial place. We 
know from oral histories that by 1900 the 
cemetery had been divided into family plots, 
the plots generally outlined with stone curbing 

and sometimes wrought iron fencing. e 
design apparently also included an altar 
on the east side of the cemetery, several 
meandering pathways, numerous trees, and 
a main gate on Ridge Road. Typical of 19th 
century cemeteries, headstones here were 
made of one piece of easily carved marble. 
Multi-part monuments and statuary became 
popular in the later 1800s. In a few cases, older 
grave markers were replaced with newer ones.

e cemetery’s design was significantly 
altered aꢀer World War II when its care was 
transferred from St. Joseph Church and its 
parishioners to Catholic Cemeteries, part 
of a movement to professionalize cemetery 
management. Oral tradition has it that the 
altar, curbing, and fencing were all removed 
over time to make it easier and less costly to 
mow and maintain the graveyard. Many of 
the oldest markers were tipped over to lie flat 
instead of standing vertically as they were 
originally designed to be seen. is practice 
is consistent with the post-World War II 
concept of an open, park-like design with 
a vista unbroken by standing monuments 
and markers. More recent gravestones are 
generally low granite markers. Where there 
were originally walking paths, these have been 
replaced by more recent burial plots. With 
new carving tools and techniques, granite, a 
more durable stone, gradually replaced marble 
as the gravestone material of choice.

Detail, cemetery entrance gate
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Gothic-style Headstone: Johann 
and Anna Katharina Lauermann 

e oldest existing headstone in the cemetery 
is the one for Johann and Anna Katharina 
Lauermann (shown in the accompanying 
photo) who immigrated from Prussia around 
1839–1843. Johann passed away in 1847 and 
is buried here, one of the earlier burials in 
the cemetery. His wife, Anna Katharina, 
died in 1854 and is buried beside him. is 
lovely cemetery marker is in the Gothic style, 
popular at that time. It resembles a Gothic-
style church window with its arch culminating 
in a point. e marker is made of a single slab 
of marble and is remarkable not only for its 
condition but also because it has remained 
standing in its original position. is is the 

1
Touring the Cemetery

Please be respectful of the burials and 
memorials in the cemetery. Stepping on the 
stones and making stone rubbings can damage 
the gravestones. 

e cemetery includes many different 
gravestone styles and designs. If you have 
time to walk around, you can see examples 
of markers and memorials from different 
eras and learn a little about some of the early 
parish families. 

Anna and Johann Lauermann, probably early 
1840s
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Family Monument: 
Mick family

e cemetery features some majestic, soaring 
family monuments, most dating from the late 
1800s when this style of memorial was popular. 
ere are lovely examples made of red or 
gray granite and inscribed with the names of 
many family members buried in the family 
plot. Unlike the earlier gravestones, these are 
oꢀen composed of multiple pieces of stone 
fitted together. One example is this impressive 
granite and limestone Mick family monument 
that culminates in a crucifix. If you look 
around, you will notice that many of the 
symbols that once crowned such monuments 
are now missing, having been broken off or 
worn away.

Among the family members memorialized 
on the Mick monument are John and Dora 
Mick (pictured here on their wedding day 
in 1896). If you glance across Ridge Road at 
Lake Avenue, you will see John Mick’s name 
emblazoned on the building on the northwest 
corner. e Micks once ran a saloon there and 
lived above the business. 

only visible gravestone from the 1840s –1850s 
era.

Note the use of German on the headstone. 
e abbreviation, “Geb.” stands for “geboren,” 
or born; “Gest.” stands for “gestorben,” or 
died.

2

John and Dora Martini Mick, 1896
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Scroll-style Marker:
John and Margaret Both

e granite and limestone headstone for John 
and Margaret Both is in the shape of a scroll 
or bolster. Scroll-shaped markers like this 
one generally symbolize a record of one’s life. 
ere are a number of examples of this type of 
marker in the cemetery, but some are partially 
buried so that only the rounded top is visible. 

4

Ceramic Photographs: 
Peter Kirchens

is lovely gravestone with its touching 
inscription was created for Peter Kirchens 
(1853-1902), who came from a Luxembourg 
immigrant family. e marker appears 
to have originally included two porcelain 
photographic portraits, probably one of Peter 
(now missing) and one of a young woman, 
possibly his wife. Ceramic portraits, made 
by transferring a photographic image onto a 
porcelain disk and then firing the piece in a 
kiln, were especially popular on gravestones 
from 1890 to 1930.

3
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World War II Veterans: 
PFC Ralph White

ere are a number of World War II veterans 
buried in the cemetery. Some of their 
gravestones are of the type issued by the U.S. 
government. One marks the grave of Private 
First Class Ralph White, son of George E. and 
Mary Rau White who with William Klinge 
operated a grocery store at 821 Ridge, just 
down the street. Private White served in 
Company A, 11th Armored Division, 63rd 
Armored Infantry Battalion, known as the 
underbolts. In December 1944, White’s 
Army unit pushed through to the frontlines of 
the Battle of the Bulge. During that campaign, 
White was severely wounded and subsequently 
died from his wounds.

6

with vines entwining it, the vines symbolizing 
immortality, and a Bauer marker has a tree 
trunk with an encircling wreath. 

Modern Woodmen of America 
Monument: Franz Netstraeter

is unusual 1907 grave marker, a tree trunk 
in the shape of a cross, is an example of one 
probably paid for by the Modern Woodmen of 
America, a fraternal organization that sold life 
insurance. One of the benefits of the insurance 
was a grave marker. e Modern Woodmen’s 
symbol was a tree stump, thus the appearance 
of this gravestone. Tree stumps were oꢀen 
thought to symbolize an end to a life.

Franz Netstraeter, whose grave this is, was 
the father of Rev. William Netstraeter, priest 
at St. Joseph Church for an incredible fiꢀy-one 
years, 1872 to 1923. Aꢀer Franz’s wife died 
in Germany, he came to live with his son in 
Wilmette. 

As you walk around the cemetery, you will 
see similar examples of the tree-like grave 
marker. A Pabsch marker has a cross and tree 

5
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7 St. Joseph Church Priest:
Father William Netstraeter

Rev. William Netstraeter, originally from 
Germany, was the pastor at St. Joseph Church 
for more than fiꢀy years (1872-1923). e 
enormous but simply decorated gravestone 
speaks to the power of this man in the parish 
and in the Wilmette community. He was 
elected a Village of Wilmette trustee and twice 
served as Village President. Father Netstraeter 
was also one of the founders of New Trier 
High School. When he died in 1924, he leꢀ 
more than $300,000 to St. Joseph Church to 
build new church and school buildings, the 
ones that still stand today.

St. Joseph Church, northeast corner of Ridge 
Road and Lake Avenue. The photo probably 
dates from sometime between 1868, when this 
church was built, and 1892, when a school 
addition was built on the east end of the 
church. The cemetery is faintly visible to the 
left of the church.

Rev. Netstraeter,  
circa 1914
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Memorial Stones:
Civil War Veterans

Aꢀer the Civil War, the U.S. government 
designed a standard grave marker that was 
made available to Union veterans until 
about 1902, a gesture of gratitude from the 
government to its veterans. e markers 
before you are examples of those marble 
headstones. e design includes the U.S. 
shield shape, an inscription in raised lettering, 
and a slightly curved top. Originally intended 
to stand upright, their current position flat on 
the ground makes them open to damage from 
people walking on them and from contact 
with soil and vegetation. 

More than a dozen Civil War soldiers and 
sailors are remembered at St. Joseph Cemetery, 
and most of them probably had a headstone 
at one time. Today, seven white stones are still 
visible. Each marker includes the veteran’s 
name and the regiment in which he served.

One example is the gravestone for August 
Trapp. Trapp was born in Germany and 
resided in nearby Northfield when he enlisted 
in the U.S. Army at age 24. He served as a 
Private in Company F, 39th Illinois Infantry, 
part of the Army of the Potomac. e 39th 
Illinois was known as the “Yates Phalanx,” 
named aꢀer then Illinois Gov. Richard Yates, 
who took an active interest in the unit. Trapp 
died in 1889, and according to cemetery 
records he may not be buried here, so this 
marker may be a memorial to him and his 
service.

8

View of six Civil War markers,  
circa 2015
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World War I Veterans: 
Frank Fiegen

Soldiers and sailors from the Civil War to 
Vietnam and beyond are buried in St. Joseph 
Cemetery. Government-financed gravestones 
have remained an option for veterans since 
the Civil War, with periodic shiꢀs in the style 
of the markers based on current trends and 
concerns about durability.

Frank J. Fiegen served in the U.S. Navy 
during WWI and survived the war but died 
several years later. His grandfather, John 
Fiegen, served in the Union Army during 
the Civil War, dying at Andersonville Prison 
while a prisoner of war. e Fiegen family has 
lived in the Wilmette community since the 
1840s.

Family Monument: 
Haskamp

e Haskamp family marker, made of 
limestone and granite, is the tallest monument 
in the cemetery. As you can see by looking 
around, there are many wonderful examples 
of family monuments, including ones 
memoralizing the Dupre, Schramm, Loutsch, 
and Bleser families.
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Family Monument with Sculpture: 
Lauermann

is elaborate family memorial features a 
stone sculpture of the Virgin Mary holding 
the dead body of Jesus Christ, also known as 
a pietà. Although it has unfortunately been 
damaged over time, one can still sense its 
poignancy.

11

Victorian Symbolism: 
Catherine Leesch

Many of the cemetery’s Victorian-era markers 
are marble tablets adorned with three-
dimensional designs. is 1881 memorial 
for Catherine Leesch employs the Christian 
symbol of the finger pointing upward, 
signifying life aꢀer death and ascension 
to heaven. Originally, the gravestone was 
installed to stand upright. 

12
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1413 Child’s Gravestone:
Joseph and Johann Schaefer

e 19th century was an era of high infant 
mortality, and many local families lost 
children. e death of a child was oꢀen 
marked in the cemetery if the family could 
afford a gravestone. In the sentimental 
Victorian era, headstones marking children’s 
graves were oꢀen adorned with a figure 
of a lamb, a traditional Christian symbol 
signifying innocence and purity. One example 
of this style is the touching double marble 
headstone for twins Joseph and Johann 
Schaefer, who died as infants in 1878. eir 
parents were John (Johann) and Margaret 
Lohn Schaefer of Gross Point. John Schaefer 
was a saloonkeeper on Ridge Road.

Another gravestone in the cemetery 
adorned with a sculpture of a lamb is the one 
for Catherine Frake who died at 23  
in 1918.

Family Monument:
Alles Family

is soaring marble memorial stone is a nice 
example of a monument that still includes the 
cross at its summit. e lettering on the stone 
faces is rather eroded but remains largely 
legible.

Wendel and Margaretha Alles, German 
immigrants, came to this area in about 1837-
38. ey were early members of St. Joseph 
Church. Aꢀer settling here, the Alles family 
purchased several parcels of land from the U.S. 
government, some of which they sold to the 
Indian Hill Club in 1916 and some to Saints 
Faith, Hope, and Charity Church in 1936. In 
the early days, the Alles family earned a living 
by farming and lumbering - cutting down 
trees, hauling them to the lake, and raꢀing 
them down to Chicago for sale. Also included 
on the monument are their son John, his wife 
Maria (nee Reinert), and two unmarried twin 
daughters, Margaretha and Dorothea, born 
Christmas Day, 1869.
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15 German Inscriptions: 
Hoffmann and Loutsch 

ere are numerous early gravestones and 
monuments in the cemetery with inscriptions 
in the German language. Many of St. Joseph’s 
early families and priests were German 
immigrants, and they retained their native 
language for several generations. During 
World War I when Germany was an enemy 
nation, many Americans discriminated 
against anyone of German heritage, even 
though many of these families had been 
in the U.S. for 70 years or more and had 
previously served in the U.S. Armed Forces. 
Such prejudice curbed the use of German on 
the cemetery markers as well as in daily life. 
is particular family monument begins with 
the German phrase, “Hier ruht in Frieden,” 
meaning “Here rests in peace.” e first 
death in 1905 is written in German, and the 
second one in 1915, during WWI, is written in 
English.

Memorial Day Observances 
at the Cemetery

The cemetery has been a site of remembrance 
on Memorial Day for well over 100 years. The 
idea for Memorial Day originated in the years 
immediately following the end of the Civil 
War in 1865. In 1868, Civil War General John 
A. Logan of Illinois announced May 30th as 
“Decoration Day,” a day to remember those 
who died during the war and to decorate their 
graves. Logan’s idea was widely adopted. It is 
not clear when such observances began at St. 
Joseph Cemetery, but decorating the graves 
of veterans with wreaths or flags was part of 
Wilmette’s Memorial Day ceremonies by 1887. 
This tradition continues to the present day.

Rifle salute at the cemetery for the Memorial 
Day Observances, 1941
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We hope you enjoyed this tour of St. Joseph 
Cemetery. For further information about the 
history of the cemetery, please stop by the 
Museum at 609 Ridge Road. The Museum 
staff (Rachel Kuhn, Patrick Leary, Jane Textor, 
and Kathy Hussey-Arntson) surveyed the 
cemetery over two summers (2011 and 2012), 
photographing and describing the markers 
that existed at that time. That information 
and more is available at the Museum.

If you wish to know more about a particular 
burial, the records for this cemetery are 
at Calvary Cemetery, 301 Chicago Avenue, 
Evanston, Illinois, (847) 864-3050.

Edmund “Skip” Schneider playing taps at 
the Memorial Day ceremony in  
St. Joseph Cemetery, 1980

This guide was made possible with the 
generous support of the Wilmette Historical 
Society and contributions in memory of James 
and Shirley Higgins. 

“Historic St. Joseph Cemetery”

Author: Kathy Hussey-Arntson
Editor: Patrick Leary
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Recent Photography: Ron Testa 
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Designer: Markus Dohner
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Wilmette Hist  rical Museum
609 Ridge Road, Wilmette Illinois 60091

museum@wilmette.com
www.wilmettehistory.org

847-853-7666   

Section of the cemetery’s 
entrance gates, 2019


