Neighborhood History Guide

Historic Ridge Road

Walking Tour
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Cover photo: John Bleser Saloon and Bowling
Alley, 615 Ridge Road, 1898
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Ridge Road looking north from Schiller Avenue,
circa 1910

he Ridge Road area of Wilmette

has a rich and colorful past. Native
Americans settled in the region after the
last glaciers receded about 11,000 years
ago and lived here for millennia, the
Miami and Potawatomi tribes arriving in
the 1700s. They hunted, fished, gardened,
gathered native plants and traded with
one another to provide for their families.
In the 1830s, they were forced out through
treaties with the federal government, and
newcomers of European descent gradually
took their place. One of the earliest
families was Arunah and Olivia Hill
and their children, who came from New
York in 1836 and lived in a cabin near the
current site of St. Joseph Church.

German immigrants began

arriving in the late 1830s, building the
community’s first church and several
commercial structures. St. Joseph Catholic
Church and Lauermann’s Store and
Hotel were among the few North Shore
landmarks noted on an 1851 map of the
Chicago area. The villages of Wilmette
and Gross Point were founded in 1872 and
1874 respectively, with Ridge Road serving
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as the border between
them. Gross Point’s
immigrant farming
community stood in
contrast to Wilmette to
the east, which developed
as a suburb of Chicago.
After Gross Point
disssolved in 1919,
Wilmette annexed most
of its former land.

Many buildings that once stood
on Ridge Road have been demolished,
including blacksmith shops, greenhouses,
and other stores and family homes.
Yet although the Village of Gross Point
vanished long ago, the area retains many
reminders of the German-American
families who founded that community.
The structures described on this walk still
exist, although most now serve a different
purpose. The images accompanying the
descriptions are all from the Wilmette
Historical Museum'’s collections. While
strolling the historic streets, imagine how
the town around you would have looked
to a Wilmette resident of 100, 150, or even
200 years ago.

The length of this tour from the
first stop to the last is just under a mile.
As you tour the area, please remember
to respect private property. You will find
free parking at Mallinckrodt Park, the
first stop on the tour. There is also parking
along Ridge Road between Lake Avenue
and Wilmette Avenue. The tour ends just
north of the point at which Ridge Road
becomes Gross Point Road. Feel free to
stop in at the museum and the many
antique stores, shops, and restaurants
along the street.
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Mallinckrodt Convent under construction, circa 1915

1041 Ridge
1 Mallinckrodt Convent
& School, 1916

In 1849, Pauline von Mallinckrodt
founded the Sisters of Christian Charity,
a German order of Roman Catholic nuns
dedicated to education. The Sisters moved
their mission to the United States in 1873.
Forty years later, they purchased 28 acres
in Wilmette and hired Chicago architect
Hermann J. Gaul to design this impressive
five-story, brick and limestone building.
From its completion in 1916,
Mallinckrodt was a convent and a Catholic
educational facility, including a training
center for novices, a girls” high school
(1918-1968), and a college, last operated
by Loyola University of Chicago. When
Loyola wished to sell the building to a
developer in 2002, the decision triggered
a community controversy about the
property’s future. Ultimately, Wilmette
residents voted to purchase the building
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and land (through the Park District and
the Village) to create Mallinckrodt Park,
the Meskill Senior Center, and (through
sale to a developer) the Mallinckrodt
Condominiums. The Sisters have retained
approximately nine acres for a cemetery,
residences, and administrative facilities. If
you have time, feel free to stroll through
the public grounds of Mallinckrodt Park.
Before Mallinckrodt was built,
the area was called Frog Hollow,
immortalized in the poetry of Henry
Muir, a hermit-poet who lived on the
property at the turn of the century.

In a forest bower,

Hid from human sight,
Grew a nameless flower,
Beautifully white.

From “A Flower” by Henry Muir



911-929 Ridge
Shopping Center & Offices,
1951-1958

This small shopping center is a nice

example of 1950s commercial architecture.

The designer, Jensen & Jensen Architects,
is a Chicago-area firm founded in 1915
and specializing in retail and office
design.

The building’s flat roof, vertical
pylons, and low massing are hallmarks

Ridge Crest Shopping Court, 1990

of the International Style, popular in the
U.S. after World War I1. Neighboring
Treasure Island Foods (earlier known as
“The Magazi”) has been a family-owned
grocery store since the early 1960s.



901-907 Ridge
Mick Tavern,
possibly 1878

This Italianate-style, brick commercial
structure was probably built in the 1870s.
(Note the “hooded” windows on the Lake
Avenue side of the building, characteristic
of that era.) By the 1890s, Marcus Mick
operated a saloon here, and the family
name was emblazoned on the decorative
facade in 1907 when son John Mick
remodeled it, adding the Queen Anne
turret and connecting the older corner
building with the one immediately to its
north, in which his sister, Anna Mary,
and her husband, Peter Streit, operated a
general store. Today, as seen from Ridge
Road, the two structures appear to be one.

John Mick Tavern, circa 1900
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However, a rear view still reveals two
separate buildings. The Micks owned the
property until the mid-1970s.

After the sale of alcohol was banned
locally in 1909, Mick’s saloon—like
Golbach’s tavern across the street—
became an ice cream parlor. Old-timers
used to say that after Prohibition was
enacted, customers could secretly order
liquor in an ice cream soda. Ridge
Pharmacy replaced the ice cream parlor
by 1925, and it remained a drugstore
until 2001.

The Anti-Saloon Crusade

Gross Point may have had liquor to
blame for its ultimate demise as a
village. Its many saloons along Ridge
Road were hugely controversial
with the Village’s neighbors long
before Prohibition arrived in 1920.
Since its founding in 1863, Evanston
(later the home of the Woman'’s
Christian Temperance Union) had
been particularly active in trying

to shut down all taverns within a
four-mile radius of Northwestern
University, whose students were
known to frequent the Ridge Road
establishments. In 1909, a New Trier
Township referendum engineered by
temperance advocates finally closed
the saloons. Deprived of revenue
from liquor licenses, and unable to
pay for civic improvements like
paving and sewers, the Village of
Gross Point was ultimately forced
into bankruptcy and dissolved. In
1924, the former village merged with
Wilmette.
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1747 Lake

St. Joseph Roman Catholic
Church (1939), School (1934),
and Cemetery (1843)
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Founded in 1845, St. Joseph Church is one
of the earliest parishes in the Archdiocese
of Chicago and Wilmette’s first church.
The original church structure was a

log cabin built across the street on the
northeast corner (note the log cabin sign
in front of the current church). The cabin
and the second and third church and
school buildings were all adjacent to the
cemetery, a common arrangement at the

time.
The current church broke with

tradition and was built across the street in
1939. It was designed by the architectural
firm of McCarthy, Smith and Eppig, who
worked on many Chicago-area churches,
including St. Francis Xavier in Wilmette.
St. Joseph is a Romanesque-style church
building made modern for the 1930s
with the use of Art Deco details, such as
the beautiful entrance doors. The lovely
stained glass windows were created

by Giannini and Hilgart of Chicago.

The neighboring school, designed by
Hermann J. Gaul (architect of the nearby
Mallinckrodt structure), predates the
church by a few years but harmonizes
with its style.

One of the oldest cemeteries in the
Chicago area, St. Joseph Cemetery has
been here since 1843. If time permits, cross
the street and take a stroll through the
cemetery to see the many beautiful grave
markers memorializing early settlers,
some engraved with German inscriptions
reflecting their heritage. Several of the
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families whose businesses once lined
Ridge Road are buried here. The overall
design of the cemetery has changed over
the years; before the 1960s, most markers
stood upright, and walkways crisscrossed
the site.

St. Joseph Church, circa 1890
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827 Ridge
Grocery Store,
early 1920s

A business has been located on the
southwest corner of Ridge and Lake

for over a century. Bernard Golbach,

an immigrant from Holland, built and
operated a popular tavern here in the
late 1880s with the help of his German-
born wife, Katerina Keil. After his death
in 1902, Golbach’s daughter, Gesina, and
his son-in-law, ].C. Kloepfer, continued
the business. The building was razed in
1919 and the replacement structure (the
current building) was first a grocery store

and later, in the 1950s, Parker’s Restaurant.

Parker’s was renowned among local teens
for its seasoned French fries. John Thanos,
who went to work for Parker in 1961, later
became a partner in the business and
re-opened it under his own management
in the 1980s as the Ridgeview Restaurant.
John'’s son, Dean, later joined him in the
business.

A tiny storefront once existed at 823
Ridge, between Klinge & White and the
Ridgeview. It housed such businesses
as a nickelodeon, a bakery, and an
optometrist’s office.
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Klinge & White employees and family members
outside the store, circa 1915

821 Ridge
Klinge & White
Grocery Store, 1895

This building’s history shows the
importance of family ties in small-town
commerce. It was built by Bernard
Golbach, who also owned a tavern next
door. Golbach'’s brother-in-law, Bernard
Busscher, who tended bar at the tavern,
later operated a grocery here for a time
before moving his business further south
on Ridge.

In 1912, William Klinge and his
brother-in-law, butcher George White,
opened a grocery store and meat market,
and their families lived above the store.
If you look closely below the peak of the
roof, you can just make out the traces of
white paint that once spelled out “Klinge
& White.” After Klinge died in 1924, White
operated the business under his own
name until 1951. A variety of businesses
have called it home since then.
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801 Ridge included an elaborately carved stone

John Schaefer Tavern, cornice, which can be seen in the photo.
early 1870s Mr. Schaefer and later his oldest
son, George, operated a hotel and tavern

This wonderful Italianate structure is the here. It was also known as the Adam
oldest known commercial building in Bauer Tavern (see photo) and the Eagle
Wilmette. It was built by Gross Point Club. After the sale of liquor was banned
native John Schaefer; note his initials in 1909, it became a grocery store. The
carved in stone above the top window Runnfeldts, proprietors of Brandt Interiors,
on the front. The “hooded” windows, have owned this historic building since
with their distinctive keystone design, the early 1940s.

are typical of the popular Italianate style
of the period. Originally, the facade also

Adam Bauer Tavern, circa 1909
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. 800 Ridge
‘e, Wilmette Curling Center,
o 1968

This modest-looking red brick building
has a curious history. Darwin and Happy
Curtis of Winnetka were passionate fans
of curling, the sport played on ice with
stones and brooms. They promoted and
helped fund the construction of this public
rink run by the Wilmette Park District.

Curling never became very popular,
and the Park District lost money on the
facility before ultimately deciding to close
itin 1978. After lying dormant for several
years, the building saw new life in 1983,
when the Village of Wilmette undertook
the unique project of converting it into
affordable senior housing. Today, the
complex is known as the Village Green
Atrium.,

Mr. Curtis (in tam) teaching curling at
the center, 1968
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Gross Point Post Office and barber shop,
circa 1910

725-729 Ridge
Post Office, Barber Shop,
& Dry Goods Store, 1906

The Bleser family owned several buildings
on Ridge Road in the late nineteenth

and early twentieth centuries (see also
543-545 Ridge). In 1906, they built this
red brick structure to house the Gross
Point Post Office, a dry goods store, and
a barber shop. Note their name in red
tiles on the corner stoop. In the 1920s, the
family added a bowling alley on the west
end of the building; the current bowling
alley occupies the same space. The Bleser
family continued to operate the bowling
alley and barber shop until they sold the
building in 1998.

A funeral home was also located on
the south end of the building for many
years. Swedish-born Hollywood actress
Ann-Margret and her parents, Gustav
and Anna Olson, once lived in the funeral
home where her mother worked for a time
in the early 1950s. The Olsons later moved
to a house on Wilmette Avenue.
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609 Ridge
Gross Point Village Hall,
1896

This handsome limestone and brick
structure is one of only a few public
buildings in Wilmette that are listed in

the National Register of Historic Places.

It is also a rare surviving example of a
nineteenth-century municipal building

Gross Point Village Hall, circa 1910

on the North Shore. Architect Albert
Fischer designed it as the Village of Gross
Point’s second village hall, the first one
being much smaller and dating to about
1886 when the village acquired the land.
It served as Gross Point’s multi-purpose
municipal building, housing its police and
fire stations, village clerk’s and president’s
offices, and community center. A central
tower and balcony once graced the fagade.
After Gross Point village was
dissolved in 1919, the village hall was
sold in 1923 to Phillip Hoffmann, one of
the owners of Hoffmann Brothers (see
400-414 Ridge). Between 1923 and 1990,
a variety of businesses rented space in
the building, including an upholstery
shop, a cab company, a mail-order hosiery
firm, and a newspaper distributor. In
1989, it became Wilmette’s first Local
Landmark. Appropriately enough, the
building returned to its roots as a public
building in 1995, when the Wilmette
Historical Museum opened its doors here.
If the Museum is open, stop in and stroll
through the exhibits.
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Inside the Museum
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Pauline and John Bleser (children of Nicholas
Bleser) in the store, circa 1912

| 543-545 Ridge
Bleser’s Grocery Store,
1893

Like many commercial buildings along
Ridge Road, this structure was built by a
local family. Nicholas Bleser (1860-1935)
and his cousins, Joseph and Peter Schaef-
gen, erected the building in 1893, the year
of the World’s Columbian Exposition in
Chicago. Mr. Bleser and his wife, Caroline
(née Borre), opened their grocery store in
July of that year, selling everything from
chicken feed to penny candy. The Blesers
raised five girls and three boys here; it
was a common practice in those days for
merchants to live on the premises.

Since 1958 when the Blesers sold
the store, it has been used for many
different purposes, including offices for
Kerrigan Plumbing, Nash Real Estate,
and Josie’s Antiques. Aluminum siding
has altered the original exterior, but
little else has changed. The decorative
brackets under the eaves were a typical
motif in nineteenth—century, American
architecture. Inside, the store originally
had a wooden floor and a patterned
tin ceiling.
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500 Ridge
~ John & Barbara Reding
. House, 1926

This private residence is a wonderful
example of an Italian Renaissance-style
home from the 1920s. It was designed by
the firm of Zook & McCaughey, architects
of Maine East High School (1927) and the
Pickwick Theatre in Park Ridge (1928).
Classic features of the style include a

clay tile roof with overhanging eaves,

fine brickwork, arched windows on the
first floor, and a recessed entryway. The
exterior has many original elements. The
Reding family owned the home for almost
50 years, until 1974.

Before the 1960s, there were many
more single-family homes on Ridge Road
than there are today. Most were replaced
by townhouses and apartment buildings.

Reding house, 1972
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Otto Kempe at his cobbler’s bench, 1942

PP 416 & 418 Ridge
1187 Kempe Home (1886)
. and Store (1903)

Twenty-eight-year-old Otto Kempe
immigrated from Germany in 1881.
Having trained as a cobbler in his
homeland, he established a successful
shoemaking and shoe repair business at
416 Ridge, which he built in 1886 to serve
as his home and shoe shop. Originally
located on the west side of the street, the
house was moved across the road to its
current location in 1903 and probably
modernized with fashionable stucco
siding. That same year Kempe also
built a new store next door at 418 Ridge,
expanding the business to sell both shoes
and clothing. Orchards extended across
the back of the property. Mr. Kempe
retired in 1923 and his daughter, Mathilda
operated the store for another 30 years or
50, an impressive 70 years in business.
The storefront has changed little
since the Kempes owned it. If you look
above the first-floor windows, you will
see a white metal strip with five round
decorative florets on which an awning
advertising the business once hung.
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412-414 Ridge
Hoffmann Brothers
Feed Store, circa 1895

Stand across the street to catch a good
view of the shops at 400-414 Ridge Road.
John and Phillip Hoffmann, grandsons
of Bartholomew and Veronica Hoffmann
(see 204 Ridge), once owned both
structures. They opened a hay and feed
store at 412-414 Ridge in the later 1890s.
The exterior is remarkably unchanged
from the time it was built. The false front
that protrudes above the roofline was
typical of commercial architecture in the
1800s, although few local examples have
survived.

This building is a reminder of the
village’s rural past. Farmers drove horse-
drawn wagons into the building through
a large door on Ridge (now converted to
a window), loaded and unloaded bags
of feed and hay, and pulled out again. A
feed store was a valuable asset for local
farmers and also for homeowners who
kept chickens, horses, and other animals
on their property.

Hoffmann Feed Store, early 1900s




Hoffmann General Store, early 1900s

400-410 Ridge
‘@) Hoffmann Brothers
. General Store, 1910

Next door to Hoffmann Brothers Feed
Store was their General Store. Brothers
John and Phillip began in business by
opening a store together in 1889 on the
southeast corner of Ridge and Wilmette.
The business prospered, and in 1900
they built an elegant, two-story structure
on this site, which was destroyed in a
disastrous 1909 fire that took firefighters
ten hours to extinguish. Its replacement,
the building you see here today, was
completed in 1910.

In 1928, the Hoffmanns expanded the
building northward for a hardware store.
You can see where the addition begins
for the brick is a slightly different color.
Except for alterations at the corner, the
building’s original exterior is relatively
intact. The Hoffmann Brothers prospered
in the grocery and hardware business on
Ridge until 1959, and their lumberyard
near downtown Wilmette thrived until
1974, representing almost a century in
business.
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204 Ridge
Hoffmann Family
Home, 1847

One of Wilmette’s most prominent early
families, Bartholomew and Veronica
Hoffmann and their eight children
immigrated from Germany to the
United States in 1844. After arriving in
New York, they traveled overland to
Chicago and settled in what later became
Wilmette, purchasing land near Ridge
Road for a home and farm. Members of
the Hoffmann family have continuously
owned this property since 1844.

The Hoffmanns first built a modest
log cabin before constructing this Greek
Revival-style home, completed in 1847.
The house has been remodeled over the
years; the west side with its four windows
and shutters is the original section.

In 1908, grandson Hubert Hoffmann
built a greenhouse business on the south
end of the property. Greenhouses were
a common sight on Ridge in the early
1900s—at least five other such businesses
dotted the street, operated by the
Nanzigs, Felkes, Vollmanns, Millers, and
Hlavaceks. These “farmers under glass”
trucked produce to the South Water Street
market in Chicago.

Hoffmann family home, circa 1876
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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 Ridge Road”
Author: Kathy Hussey-Arntson

Editors: Patrick Leary & Kate Swisher
Designer: Michelle Kogan

Copyright 2016
Wilmette Historical Museum
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Construction crew at Mallinckrodt, circa 1915
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@ Wilmette Historical Museum

609 Ridge Road, Wilmette Illinois 60091
museum@wilmette.com

www.wilmettehistory.org
847-853-7666



