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Early morning catch on the lakeshore, early 1900s

rom glaciers to mansions, this scenic

tour takes you through the rich history
of Wilmette’s lakefront. You will see sites
that still exist today, such as the Baha'i
House of Worship and Gillson Park.
Others, like the Ouilmette cabin or the hot
dog stands of No Man’s Land, no longer
survive but have nonetheless left their
mark on the town’s history.

From the time the last glaciers
receded from this region about 11,000
years ago and the lakeshore was created,
until the early 1830s, this area was home
to Native Americans. We know the most
about the Potawatomi because they
were the last inhabitants before people
of European descent settled the area.

No Potawatomi villages are known to
have existed in Wilmette, but evidence
has been found for the presence of stone
tool-making sites, gardens and graves.
Relatively little archaeology has been
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done in the immediate
area because it is
densely populated.
Many early
Wilmette residents
settled along the
lakeshore, partly to
be near the Green Bay
Trail, a much-traveled
route between
Chicago and Green
Bay, Wisconsin.
However, when the
railroad came in the
1850s, people began to
build houses and
businesses close to the downtown train
station in what is now Wilmette.

This walking/bicycle tour begins
at the Wilmette-Kenilworth border at
Sheridan Road and 10th Street. For a
shorter tour, you may wish to visit only
those sites located in Gillson Park (#9-13).
The entire tour is about 1.5 miles long,
with places to catch a bite to eat in Plaza
del Lago and benches in Gillson Park to
stop and enjoy the scenery.

As you stroll along the lakefront,
please remember to respect private
property and stay in the public areas.



No Man’s Land

1 Sheridan Road, between
10th & Chestnut Avenues
circa 1920

The 22-acre section along Lake Michigan
from the Kenilworth border (10th Street)
to Chestnut Avenue was once known

as No Man’s Land because it was an
unincorporated area. During its heyday
from the 1920s through the 1950s, this
Sheridan Road neighborhood was

dotted with hot dog stands, fireworks
concessions, service stations and beach
clubs. The adjoining villages of Wilmette
and Kenilworth often objected to activities



Sheridan Road in No Man’s Land, circa 1950

in No Man’s Land, including the
screening of movies on Sundays at the
Teatro del Lago, and alleged bootlegging
and gambling at the clubs. The Village of
Wilmette annexed the land in 1942, thus
bringing this beach community under

its control. By the early 1960s, the area’s
beachfront businesses began to disappear,
replaced by the high-rises that span the
lakefront today.



Plaza del Lago
2 1515 Sheridan Road
1927-1928

Built in 1928, Plaza del Lago was the
second shopping center in the entire
United States. The complex was originally
named Spanish Court in keeping with the
look of its Spanish Revival-style buildings,
designed by Winnetka architect Edwin
Clark. The elegant tower and stores on
the north side of the shopping center
constitute the only original portion of the
complex. When it first opened, several
additional buildings graced the grounds,
including the Miralago Ballroom and

the Teatro del Lago movie theater. The
Miralago, a dramatic Art-Deco-style
building designed by George Fred Keck,
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View from the Sheridan Road entrance to Plaza del
Lago, late 1920s

opened in 1928. This fashionable dance
club, all the rage with young people, sadly
burned down in 1932.

The popular, 1,400-seat Teatro del
Lago was also designed by Clark in a
Spanish style. The theater opened in 1927,
showing silent movies accompanied by an
organ, and continued until 1965 to delight
children and adults alike with its movie
screenings. Actor Rock Hudson and
Senator Charles Percy ushered there when
they were teenagers. In the mid-1960s, the
theater was torn down and replaced by
the Jewel grocery store and the set of one-
story buildings on the south side of the
complex.



Local boys enjoying the beach at No Man’s Land,
1914

Langdon Park
3 1398 Sheridan Road
1957

This small lakefront park was once a
privately-run beach called Sand-Lo. The
park is named for Lawrence Langdon, the
Wilmette Park District commissioner who
in 1957 spearheaded the purchase of the
beachfront property for public use.

Gage’s Pier (visible in this photo) was
built in the 1870s by Wilmette pioneer
Henry Gage. The last remaining timbers
of this once familiar lakefront feature were
removed in 1999.
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Alfred Bersbach home
1120 Michigan Avenue
1914

Architect John Van Bergen designed this
impressive lakeside residence and coach
house in 1914 for client Alfred Bersbach.
Van Bergen apprenticed with Walter
Burley Griffin and Frank Lloyd Wright
before opening his own firm in Oak
Park in 1911. The interplay between the
house’s vertical and horizontal features,
the striking art glass windows and the
unique use of brick and wood combine
to make it a wonderful Prairie School
design.

The Bersbach house is in the
National Register of Historic Places and a
Wilmette Local Landmark.

Street view of 1120 Michigan, circa 1990
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Elmwood Dunes Preserve
5 Elmwood & Michigan
2015

As early as the 1890s, the Village resolved
to acquire, for public use, the frontage
where Wilmette’s main east-west streets
met the lakeshore. The beach at the foot
of ElImwood Avenue, where a set of steps
led down from the high bluff, became

a particular favorite. After Wilmette’s
official bathing beach was set up at the
foot of Lake Avenue in 1916, some
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residents and visitors continued to go
swimming at these much smaller beaches
that could be used without paying a fee.
In 2011, Elmwood Avenue beach,
long forgotten by most residents, was
again in the news, with interested citizens
and the Village Board looking for a way
to preserve it as public space. Elmwood
Dunes Preserve officially opened on
November 1, 2015. Enjoy the walking
paths and benches of this little gem.

Elmwood Beach, circa 1910
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Carbon P. Dubbs home
1004 Michigan Avenue
1931

Carbon Petroleum Dubbs and family
hired architect Philip Maher to design this
elegant, Tudor-style residence in 1931. The
Tudor style, popular during this period,
romantically evoked the architecture

of medieval England. Named after his
inventor father’s interest in Pennsylvania
coal, C. P. Dubbs fittingly earned his
fortune in the oil business. Mr. Dubbs
served as Village President from 1931 to
1935, guiding the village through the early
years of the Depression.

Many of the homes along Michigan
Avenue were built in the 1920s and 1930s.
There were several earlier houses on the
east side of the street when the North
Shore Sanitary Channel was completed in
1910, but these were subsequently moved
or demolished to expand Gillson Park.

Elegant living room of 1004 Michigan, 1930s

14



First clubhouse of the Ouilmette Country Club,
circa 1903

Michigan Shores Club
7 911 Michigan Avenue
1929

This Tudor-style clubhouse, designed
by D. H. Burnham & Company (the firm
of Daniel Burnham’s sons), was built in
1929. At that time, it was the home of the
Shawnee Club, thus explaining the name
“Shawnee” displayed on the porte cochere
(the covering over the driveway).

Michigan Shores was first organized
in 1897 as the Ouilmette Country Club,
and its clubhouse was tucked away in
the woods at about Ninth and Ashland.
The grounds included tennis courts and
a nine-hole golf course, with holes criss-
crossing Sheridan Road. The name of the
club changed to Shawnee in 1927 when the
Ouilmette Country Club and the Century
Club of Evanston merged. In 1943, the club
once again changed its name, this time to
the Michigan Shores Club.

Looking back to an even earlier
time, John Westerfield’s home and
vinegar factory were located on this site
in about 1857. His pickle factory was at
the foot of Lake Avenue at a spot that
is now underwater. Westerfield became
Wilmette’s first village president in 1872.
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Wilmette Water Plant
200 Lake Avenue
1934

When the village was chartered in 1872,
Wilmette residents pumped water from
individual shallow wells. During periods
of drought, these early settlers had to
retrieve water by bucket from the lake. A
major improvement came in 1894, when
the first village water system was installed.
However, there was no water plant in
town, and so from 1894 to 1934 Wilmette
entered into a contract with the city of
Evanston to buy Lake Michigan water
pumped by the Evanston water plant.

Laying the cornerstone for the new Water Plant,
with President Dubbs looking on, 1933
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In 1934, at the urging of Village
President Carbon Dubbs, Wilmette finally
built its own plant for about $520,000, a
considerable sum during the Depression.
The original plan was to locate the water
plant on the bluff, but Shawnee Club (now
Michigan Shores) members objected to
the location, saying that it would ruin
their lake view. In response, the plant was
shifted to below the bluff, and its rooftop
became an elegant plaza (named the
“esplanade”) where free summer concerts
were held.

The waterworks has been expanded
and modernized over the years, and
the esplanade was removed. In 2015, it
was officially named after C.P. Dubbs in
recognition of his initial efforts.
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Ouilmette cabin marker
Lake & Michigan Avenues,
southeast corner, circa 1829

In 1829, through the Treaty of Prairie du
Chien, the U.S. government granted 1,280
acres to a Potawatomi woman named
Archange Ouilmette. The land, bordered
by Lake Michigan, 15th Street, Elmwood
Avenue (earlier called North Avenue
because it was the property’s northern
border), and Central Street, Evanston,
became known as the Ouilmette Reserva-
tion. The main purpose of the 1829 treaty
was to remove the Potawatomi, Ojibwa
and Ottawa tribes from northern Illinois,
thus opening the land for settlement by
people of European descent. Archange,
her husband Antoine Ouilmette, and their
children moved here from Chicago, near
Fort Dearborn. They built a cabin near this
marker and raised vegetables and live-
stock. About 1838, the Ouilmettes moved
again, this time to Council Bluffs, Iowa, to
rejoin Potawatomi relatives living there.
After the deaths of Archange and Antoine
in the early 1840s, their children sold the
Ouilmette Reservation land, opening

the area to real estate development. The
village is named after these early land-
owners.

Ouilmette cabin, from a watercolor by C.P.
Westerfield, mid-1800s



Memorial Day, 1941, with Wilmette Sea Scouts at
Gillson Park entrance

Original Gillson Park
10 entrance, Michigan &
Washington, circa 1917

This attractive pair of stone pillars marks
the original entrance to Gillson Park. The
holes in the front of the pillars are from
lamps that once graced the structures and
lighted the entrance. In addition, the top of
each column was decorated with a round,
planter-type ornament (see photo).

Gillson Park sits on top of landfill
formed when the North Shore Sanitary
Channel was completed in 1910. The dirt
removed to dig the channel was used
to create the park, originally named
Washington Park for its location at the foot
of Washington Avenue.

The park was later renamed Gillson
Park in honor of Louis K. Gillson, the
first President of the Wilmette Park
District (1908-1934). A patent attorney by
profession, Gillson and his family lived
at 706 Forest Avenue. A commemorative
plaque mounted on a stone boulder marks
the current park entrance at the junction of
Michigan Avenue and Sheridan Road.
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WPA workers building Wallace Bowl, 1930s

Wallace Bowl
11 North end of Gillson Park
1937

This outdoor amphitheater was
constructed during the Depression by the
Works Progress Administration (WPA),
a federal employment program. Gordon
Wallace, then Wilmette Superintendent
of Parks, designed the Bowl. When this
lakefront theater opened in July 1937, it
was called the Wilmette Amphitheater
and only later renamed Wallace Bowl after
Gordon Wallace. By 1980, the Bowl needed
major repairs, and the community raised
funds for its restoration.

The tradition of free programs
at Wallace Bowl began during the
Depression when the Illinois Symphony
Orchestra and other performers paid by
the WPA performed here. The Wilmette
Park District continues the tradition of
free, summertime events at Wallace Bowl.
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U.S. Coast Guard Station
12 10 Harbor Drive
1931

Organized lifesaving activities along this
part of the lakeshore began in 1876 with
an Evanston lifesaving station manned by
Northwestern University students. When
the U.S. Coast Guard was established in
1915, it took over operation of the station.
During the 1920s, Evanston’s harbor was
closed, and the Coast Guard Station there
was eventually transferred to Wilmette
Harbor in 1931. The current brick building
includes both the original 1931 structure
and a 1982 addition on the east end. The
station also once included a lookout tower
in the park. Wilmette’s Coast Guard
station, with responsibilities from the
Illinois/Wisconsin border to Chicago’s
Navy Pier, is one of the busiest on the
Great Lakes.

Wilmette’s Coast Guard station shortly after it
opened, 1931
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Sheridan Shore Yacht Club
13 20 Harbor Drive
1937

The white frame clubhouse overlooking
the harbor was built in 1937. Club member
Walter Stockton designed the original
building, which has been remodeled
several times in the intervening years.
The brick parking lot on the east side of
the building dates from the days of WPA
construction in Gillson Park.

Sheridan Shore Yacht Club developed
out of the Evanston Yacht Club, which
moved its location to Wilmette Harbor
in 1921. Lacking a clubhouse, members
negotiated with architect Benjamin
Marshall to lease the basement of his
proposed residence and architect’s studio
on the south side of the harbor (see #15).
The club used the Marshall home as its
headquarters from 1922 until the present
clubhouse was constructed. According to
club information, its name comes from its
proximity to Sheridan Road.

View of Wilmette Harbor from the Yacht
Club, 1946
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Sheridan Road bridge over the canal, circa 1912

Sheridan Road Bridge
1 Sheridan Road at Wilmette
Harbor, circa 1910

You are now standing over the pumping
station that is part of the operation of

the North Shore Channel. Channel
construction took place from 1908 to

1910, the last leg of a project designed

to prevent sewage from being emptied
into Lake Michigan and contaminating
the drinking water for Chicago and
suburbs. As part of the project, bridges
were built across the channel at various
points, including this bridge and the ones
spanning Linden and Maple Avenues.
Although still lovely, the decorative
elements show signs of erosion. The lights
currently mounted on the bridge are not
the original designs.

Note: If you wish to cross Sheridan Road
to look more closely at the Baha'i House

of Worship (#16-17), there is a convenient
underpass at the south end of the bridge.
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Marshall Mansion Gates
15 536 Sheridan Road
1921

Just south of the Sheridan Road bridge on
the lakeside stands a set of impressive,
wrought-iron entrance gates and fencing,.
They are all that remain of architect
Benjamin Marshall’s lavish Spanish-style
lakefront mansion and architect’s studio,
located on this site from 1921 to 1949.

The exotic pink villa included a tropical
garden complete with live monkeys and
a retractable glass roof, a motion picture
studio and stage, and an Egyptian-themed
room with a 20-foot divan. Mr. Marshall,
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architect of such majestic landmarks
as Chicago’s Drake Hotel, designed the
home, and he and his family were its
original residents.

Discount store mogul Nathan
Goldblatt and his family were the
mansion’s second and final occupants
before it was demolished in 1949. The land
was sold in 1954 to a trust supporting the
Baha'i House of Worship. Today the gates
mark the entrance to a Baha'i parking lot.

Benjamin Marshall mansion and studio on the
Harbor, circa 1925
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Baha’i House of Worship
16' and architect’s studio
17 100 Linden & 536 Sheridan
1908-1953

The site for this important religious
structure was purchased in 1908, and
a groundbreaking ceremony was held
in 1912. Construction proceeded as
funds became available and was finally
completed in 1953. This soaring, lacy-
looking steel and concrete temple is
embellished with the symbols of the
world’s major religions. It was the world’s
second Baha'i temple to be constructed,
the original one located in Russia. The
Baha'i House of Worship is listed in the
National Register of Historic Places. The
grounds and building are open to the
public. Step inside and learn about the
Baha'i faith.

The two-story, Beaux Arts structure
across the street from
the temple was the
home and studio of the
temple’s architect, Louis
Bourgeois. Although
this building appears
at first glance to be
identical to the original
studio built in 1923, that
building (intended as a
temporary structure) was
demolished in 1983, and
this replica contructed in
its place. It is still owned
by the Baha'i and used as
a residence.
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Bronze marker
1 8 Canterbury Court at
Sheridan Road, 1840s

This section of Wilmette, once part of the
Ouilmette Reservation, was settled in the
1840s, probably soon after the Ouilmette
family sold the land. The bronze plaque by
the south entrance pillar commemorates
an early log cabin school, built at this
location about 1845. A second school and
meeting house replaced it in 1854, with
Miss Hannah Smart as teacher. It was the
only school for miles around. Imagine
how different the land around you would
have looked almost 200 years ago.

Baha’i House of Worship under construction, 1930



Alexander McDaniel, circa 1860

301 Sheridan Road
circa 1853

1 McDaniel family home

Alexander McDaniel was an early

North Shore resident and businessman
and one of the few early settlers to

have known the Ouilmettes. He and
Emeline Huntoon of Evanston married
in 1842 and built a house on or near this
site in about 1853. Mr. McDaniel was
instrumental in organizing the original
village government, served as Wilmette’s
first postmaster, helped raise funds to
build the early train depots, and was also
involved in real estate development.

This may not be the original
McDaniel house. It may have been built in
the 1870s or 1880s by Benjamin Franklin
Hill, another early settler and developer. It
is a Local Landmark.
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We hope you enjoyed the tour. For
further historical information about any
of these sites, or to learn more about local
history, be sure to visit the Wilmette
Historical Museum. Become a member
and get regular updates about historical
happenings around town!

“Historic Lakefront”

Author: Kathy Hussey-Arntson
Editors: Patrick Leary & Kate Swisher
Designer: Michelle Kogan
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E‘ﬂ Wilmette Historical Museum

609 Ridge Road, Wilmette Illinois 60091
museum@wilmette.com
www.wilmettehistory.org
847-853-7666



