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We hope you enjoy this tour. For further
historical information about any of these
places, and to learn more about local history,
be sure to visit the Wilmette Historical
Museum. Become a member and get regular
updates about historical events around town!

The historic photos in this guide are all from
the Museum’s collections.

This guide was made possible with the
generous support of the Wilmette Historical
Society.

Author: Kathy Hussey-Arntson
Editors: Rachel Ramirez &
Laura Winston
Designer: Markus Dohner

© Copyright 2020
Wilmette Historical Museum

Cover photo: Looking west on Central Avenue from
11th Street, 1937
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Detail, 1923 Rockhold Building

Introduction

Wilmette’s central business community began
in the mid-1800s in the vicinity of Green Bay
Road and Wilmette Avenue. Among these
early businesses were Henry Kinney’s General
Store on Green Bay Road, and on Wilmette
Avenue, Mathias Blocks Undertakers and
Adam Hoth Blacksmith.

Early shop owners chose their location
to be close to the railroad (now known as
the Metra). Train service began in 1855, and
Wilmette’s first passenger station was built
in 1869 near the corner of Wilmette Avenue
and Green Bay Road. There are still several
interesting 19th century commercial buildings
on Green Bay Road near Wilmette Avenue,
including 1209 Wilmette Avenue on the
southwest corner (1892), 601 Green Bay Road
(1885), and 605 Green Bay Road (1890s). As
more people moved to Wilmette, more shops
began to open, expanding business east of the
railroad tracks into what is now commonly
known as downtown Wilmette.

The beginning of the 20th century was
crucial to the development of the downtown
area. As you will see on the walking tour,
many buildings were built before 1930, when
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most construction was halted by the Great
Depression. The buildings were made of brick
and mostly two or three stories high. Terra
cotta tiles were popular during this time and
adorn many building exteriors. Terra cotta is a
high-grade, molded clay product that has been
fired at high temperatures, giving it a hard,
durable surface with a matte or glazed finish.
After the end of World War 11,
construction resumed. A few new commercial
structures were added, and some older
buildings were remodeled. Most of this era’s
commercial buildings have been torn down
(such as the Ford and Chevrolet dealerships
and the grocery store at 11th and Central). The
Walker Bros. building (153 Green Bay Road)
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An early view of downtown, looking north on
Wilmette Avenue, about 1908-1910.

remains a nice example from the post-WWII
era. Only a small number of structures have
been added downtown since 1970.

The longevity of numerous downtown
businesses, many family-owned, is truly a
remarkable story. Also incredible are the
number of buildings built and restored by
Wilmette residents who put their money into
the community. The local commitment to
the downtown business district, along with
its attractive, varied architecture, give the
area a distinctive charm that sets it apart
from other communities.



Village Hall, 1976
1 1200 Wilmette Avenue

The Village of Wilmette’s first village hall,
built in 1890, helped anchor the growing
commercial district. It was a modest, one and
a half story, frame building located on the
same site as today’s Village Hall. When a new,
larger municipal building was built here in
1910, the earlier building was moved to 625
Park Avenue and turned into a home where it
remains today, although much remodeled.

The 1910 Village Hall was designed by
Henry Schlacks, a Wilmette resident and
well-known church architect. Schlacks chose
an imposing Classical style, complete with
limestone columns around the building. One
column now resides in front of the Museum.

By the 1970s, a new building was needed.
Architect D. Coder Taylor designed the
present Village Hall, and it opened in 1976.
The Memorial Wall, dedicated in 1995 and
located near the fountain, was designed to
honor Wilmette military personnel who died
during wartime.

1890 Village Hall, with Royal Arcanum Hall
in the background, 1892



Bank, 1971
2 1200 Central Avenue

In 1905, five prominent citizens of Wilmette
met at a house on Forest Avenue and agreed to
start a bank for the Wilmette community. The
building you see here was designed by Perkins
& Will and built in 1971, but there has been a
bank here at 12th and Central since 1907.
Before there was a bank on this site, there
was a small wooden building that first served

as John G. Westerfield’s surveyor’s office and
later as an early McGuire & Orr real estate
office. For more than 100 years, this vicinity
has also included businesses and utility
company facilities along 12th Street, such as
the 1890s building that now houses Sweet’s
Heating, The Noodle (est. 1990) and once,
Hoffmann Bros. Lumber (1898-1974).

Photo postcard of Wilmette Exchange State Bank,
circa 1913. Note the gas or kerosene streetlight.



Grocery Store, 1883-84
1152-54 Central (NE corner
Central & 12th)

This is one of the oldest buildings downtown,
probably built about 1883-84. The earliest
known businesses here were grocery stores,
including Nettleton & Co. (by 1894), and
King & Schultz (by 1898). Originally designed
in the Queen Anne style, the building was
remodeled in 1928 with the Tudor-like board
and batten details you see here today.

One of the longest occupants of this
corner building was Van Deusen Groceries,
here from 1902 until 1952. Van Deusen’s was
well-known for their phone-in and delivery
service, their motto being, “It’s easier to lift
a receiver than a basket.” Groceries were
delivered by horse and wagon and later by
truck. Since 1952, a number of different
businesses, most of them food-related, have
been located on this corner.

For many years, Schultz & Odhner, dry
cleaners, was also located in this building.
The company operated from 1901 to 2020,
over a century in business in downtown
Wilmette. During that time, there were
various partners, including Schultz & Nord.
The business had several different locations
over the years, the last one at 1152 Central
from about 1968 to 2020.
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King & Schultz store and delivery wagon, Clarence
King, driver, circa 1900. Note M.K. Bauer Bicycles
next door.

Bicycle Shop, circa 1900
4 1150 Central

This commercial building is over 100 years
old. Notice the leaded glass blocks above the
storefront windows, a common feature in shop
windows of the early 1900s. The green clay tile
roof has also been preserved by thoughtful
owners. The storefront began as a bicycle shop,
followed by a hardware store, and then the
Wilmette Shoe Store run by Zygmund Rafalski
who passed the business along to John
Schneider in 1926. John “Scheuttie” Schneider
used to say that when he first opened there
was so little traffic downtown you could walk
across to the Village Hall blindfolded and not
worry about getting hit by a car. Schneider ran
his shoe shop from 1926 until the day he died
in 1986-sixty years in the same spot, selling
and repairing shoes and talking to customers.
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McGuire & Orr Building, ca.1905
1138-1148 Central; 1160-1168
Wilmette

For many years, this familiar intersection has
defined the heart of the downtown business
district. Many community events have
centered around this corner as well—annual
Memorial Day parades, holiday tree lighting
ceremonies, and the like.

This one-story brick building wraps
around the corner of Wilmette and Central
Avenues, creating several storefronts. Built
about 1905, it replaced a barn-like building
called the Royal Arcanum Hall that had been
here since the 1880s. The Royal Arcanum
Society was a fraternal organization that
provided insurance benefits to its members. In
about 1892, part of the Hall was rented out to
the Elmwood Library Association, a library
subscription club before a free library existed
in town. The current building was built by the
real-estate company of McGuire and Orr, a
firm that was active on the North Shore from
1896 to 1970; their name was once featured on
the corner of the building but later removed.

For almost 100 years, there was a drug
store in the corner store of this building.
Drug stores were once a place to get medical
advice and first aid without having to call a
doctor. Many people relied on the druggist
for their common medical needs. Mr.
Edmund Gathercoal had the first drug store

Postcard photo of the McGuire & Orr corner store,
1908-1910
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here. Gathercoal was succeeded by Eugene
Renneckar and his nephew Carl. Renneckar’s
drugstore suffered very badly in the Palm
Sunday tornado of 1920, which blew out
all the windows as it tore along Wilmette
Avenue. David Lyman acquired the store in
1936, and Lyman Drugs continued to expand
in this building over the years, adding a
separate soda fountain in the 1940s. A lot
of people still remember Lyman’s—it was a
fixture here until 1998.

Restaurants, retail shops, a bakery,
and a laundromat are among the types
of businesses at the other locations in the
building. Many people may remember, for
example, Ann’s Bakery (formerly Wilson’s
Bakery, creator of one of the very first Girl
Scout cookies in America), here from about
1945 to 1995, and C. J. Arthur’s restaurant
(1989-2012).
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Village Theatre, 1914
1150 Wilmette Avenue

This building has a colorful history. Today it’s
called the Baker Building, after a longtime
owner, J. Clark Baker, but when it opened on
June 20, 1914, it was known as the Village
Theatre. The people who owned and operated
the theatre were Wilmette residents, the Kelley
and Seng families. The irrepressible Edward
Kelley introduced the movies himself. (Mr.
Kelley, who lived in Wilmette much of his
life, began working for the Goelitz Candy
Company and later married into that family.
His grandson today runs the Jelly Belly
Company, the successor to Goelitz.)

Over 1,400 people came to the theatre’s
grand opening to see what was then the most
elegant building downtown. Adorned with
decorative glazed tiles, big columns, and an
awning that extended out to the street, the
theatre had 625 seats with padded leather
upholstery and a place underneath to put
your hat. A Kimball pipe organ accompanied
the silent films. Admission was ten cents for
children, twenty cents for adults, and they
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Children lining up at the Theatre to see a silent Buster
Keaton movie, 1923. The 1921 post office building can
be seen to the right.

showed everything from the latest movies of
stars like Mary Pickford and Charlie Chaplin
to films of local parades and celebrations that
were made right here in Wilmette. The Village
Theatre closed its doors in January 1928, to the
great sadness of many residents.

The First National Bank then moved into
the building the same year. The architectural
firm of Hamilton, Fellows and Wilkinson
made extensive alterations to change it from
a theatre to a bank. Unfortunately, this bank
failed during a run on the bank in June 1932.
Later, Encyclopedia Britannica’s educational
films division made its headquarters here until
1966. They also utilized two other downtown
locations for related business. Many of their
educational films from the 1950s and 1960s
show scenes that were filmed in Wilmette.
This building has been through a lot of
changes over the years, but here and there, on
the fagade and just inside, you can glimpse
the kinds of decorative flourishes that made
this such an elegant movie palace when it first
opened over 100 years ago.
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Looking west on Wilmette Avenue, with Post Office
on right, about 1925

U.S. Post Office, 1921
7 1144-1146 Wilmette Avenue

This rather plain building looked very different
when it was built in 1921 by Wilmette
resident, Frank A. Rockhold. Constructed

to house the Wilmette Post Office before the
post office building at Park and Central was
built in 1934, the original design had a white
terra cotta facade. It was remodeled in 1947
for use as a Jewel grocery store. For decades,
the building has been the home of various
medical practices, and more recently of several
restaurants, too.

Photo on right: Moving the train station down
Wilmette Avenue to its new home, 1974
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1874 Train Station
1139 Wilmette Avenue

The railroad line that the Metra uses today
did not make scheduled stops at Wilmette
until 1869, when the first depot was built.
After the 1869 depot burned down, this gem
of an Italianate-style station opened in 1874
on the west side of the tracks, near the corner
of Green Bay Road and Wilmette Avenue.
The railroad having refused to pay to have it
constructed, ten residents together donated
$3,500 to build it. When the depot opened,
one newspaper wrote that “it was quite a
pretentious affair and said to be the finest
on the entire line of the road.” It was the
existence of this train service and depot that
led to the development of a business district
on the west side of the railroad tracks, now
Green Bay Road. One hundred years later, in
1974, the station was moved to this spot in
order to save it from destruction. It has served
as a restaurant for many years. Although the
porch has been rebuilt, the station retains
many original features. This is the oldest
structure downtown and is on the National
Register of Historic Places.
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Brown Building, about 1918. Visible storefronts

include a dry goods shop, real estate office,
confectioners, and Christian Science Reading Room.

Brown Building, 1911-12
1153-1163 Wilmette Avenue

This three-story brick, commercial structure
with glazed, white terra cotta detailing was
built about 1911-1912 by J. Melville Brown,
who came to the village in 1868 when he was
five years old. Arthur Foster, well-regarded
Chicago architect, designed it. The building
originally had 7 stores on the first floor, 14
offices on the second floor, and a large meeting
room on the third floor used by community
groups such as Ye Olde Towne Folke (an early
historical group) and the Wilmette Masons.
The basement had a family-style restaurant
and a bowling alley. During World War I,
many homefront activities were held here,
including dances and dinners for servicemen
from Fort Sheridan Army Base and Great
Lakes Naval Base.
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Cox Building, circa 1908
1 1167 Wilmette Avenue

Ideally situated on the corner of Wilmette

and Central, this two-story brick building was
originally called the Cox Building, named
after Albert Cox, builder and Wilmette
resident (931 Greenwood). Like today, it

had several businesses on the first floor and
offices above. In the early years, Snider-Cazel
Drugs occupied the first floor, and doctors

and dentists had offices on the second floor,
including Dr. Byron Stolp, Wilmette’s first
family physician, and his son, Rufus, with
whom he later shared a practice, Dr. Charles
Eldred, dentist, and Dr. Alice Tuttle, osteopath.
At one time, Dr. Byron Stolp maintained a
hitching post here for his horse. Notice the tall,
striking, decorative entryways on the Central
Avenue side.

Earliest view of the Cox building, about 1909,
before most of the other buildings existed
downtown. Notice the drinking fountain in the
right foreground.
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Central Theatre, 1914
1 1122 Central Avenue

On May 28, 1914, the same year that
the Village Theatre opened around the
corner, local entrepreneurs also built this
theater. Looking up toward the roofline
you can see the building’s original name:
the “Metropolitan Block.” Like the Village
Theatre, it was clearly built to be a place of
entertainment: notice the white glazed tile
and the sockets for lighting that embellish the
building’s fagade on the second floor. There
used to be a decorative cornice where the
blank band is now visible below the roofline.
In its early days, it was called the Central
Theatre and competed with the Village
Theatre around the corner. The theater did
not last very long, replaced by small shops
for about ten years. In 1930, it opened as the

Wilmette Theatre and four years later, it was
acquired by Sam Meyers, a local resident who
owned the Teatro del Lago movie palace in
what is today Plaza del Lago. Meyers closed
the theater in 1951, leasing it to Encyclopedia
Britannica Films for production of educational
films. Fifteen years later, Richard Stern bought
the building, and he re-opened it as a movie
theater under its old name, the Wilmette
Theatre. Wishing to retire in 2006 after forty
years, Stern sold the building to Carol Dibo
and Sam Samuelson. It has not only remained
a place for movies, but it has really become a
center of community activity in downtown
Wilmette. And if you are hungry, Chuck
Wagon has been serving up gyros and burgers
here since 1974.

Wilmette Theatre, 1930, soon after reopening
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Optima Building, 1997
1 1100 Central Avenue

A &P grocery store at 1100 Central, 1977

The concept of having storefronts on the
street level and residences above is a very
old arrangement that has become popular
again. This relative newcomer to downtown
Wilmette was completed in 1997, a project
of Optima developers and David Hovey,
architect.

Before this building was built, George
W. Prassas & Co., realtors and builders,
constructed a brick and Lannon stone
commercial building here in 1950. Once
completed, it was occupied by a series of small
shops and larger grocery stores, Meat ‘N
Shoppe being the final one before demolition.
It appears that the one-story storefront at 1114
and 1120 Central may be what remains of the
Prassas complex. Many will remember the
Baskin-Robbins ice cream shop here.
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Boulevard Building, 1915-16
1 1101-1107 Central Avenue

This Classical Revival-style commercial
building was built around 1915-16 by local
resident J. Melville Brown, who also built
another building downtown, the Brown
Building. Brown had owned two homes on
this site, including his own family home
which he moved to 1033 Greenleaf in order to
build this structure. Notice the lovely, white
terra cotta decoration on all levels, the many
ornamental pilasters or column-like elements,
and the tile roof. Like many other buildings
downtown, this has had, from the beginning,
stores on the street level and offices on the
second floor. In the early 1920s, a three-story
apartment complex was added to the building
on the 11th Street side. In 1920, the Wilmette
Cafeteria occupied the corner storefront, and
it has been home to a bakery since 1995.

Heavenly Hearth Bakery owner, Tripp Klapperich,
when he first opened here in 1995. The bakery closed
in 2015.
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Veterans Park
1 4 1111 Central Avenue

Before there were commercial buildings
downtown, this was a residential
neighborhood. Gradually over many decades,
the homes were torn down or moved to make
way for new shops and businesses. The last
home in this commercial district belonged

to the Conley family, who probably built it
around 1900. Dr. Benjamin Conley was an
early Wilmette physician.

By the mid-1970s, Dr. John Conley;,
Benjamin’s son, owned the house but had
moved to Texas, leaving the property vacant.
In 1977, the Village of Wilmette moved
to condemn the property, a proceeding
fought in court by the younger Dr. Conley.
Ultimately, the Village won the suit, razing
the house in 1981 and creating Veterans
Park, a little downtown respite, and a public
parking lot in 1983.

Conley house, 1979. Note the commercial
buildings flanking the house, both built around
1929.
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Wolff Hardware Building, 1928
1 1119-1121 Central Avenue

Wolff Hardware was already one of the

oldest companies in Wilmette when business
partners Arthur C. Wolft and Ernest Griffis
built this modern new building in 1928 for
their hardware store and sheet metal business.
The building was designed by Howard Bowen,
who also designed Wilmette’s Community
Church. At the time, it represented the very
latest in modern commercial construction.
The eight apartments above the store were
each equipped with electric refrigerators

and fold-out beds, and the whole building
was heated by oil instead of coal. Since Wolft
was also Wilmette’s Fire Marshall, it used

all the latest improvements in fireproofing
throughout. Notice the urn decorations along
the roofline and the herringbone brickwork,
adding elements of beauty to a commercial
structure. After Wolff retired, his son Arthur
operated the business into the 1970s. Since
1984, it has been the home of de Giulio
Kitchen Design.

Wolff Building, about 1988
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Dry Goods Store,
1 6 early 1900s
1123 Central Avenue

Gold Medal Cleaners has been at this location
since 1958, another business with a long
history in the community. Before the building
was a cleaners, Encyclopedia Britannica used
the building as part of its film production
company. Even earlier, in the 1920s William
Taylor Dry Goods was located here. Originally,
this early 20th century building had a glazed
terra cotta facade that was replaced in 1951
with the limestone panels seen today.

Gold Medal Cleaners, 1980s
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Nelson Building, 1923
1 1129-35 Central Avenue

David Nelson, a Swedish-American
businessman who lived at 821 Elmwood,
developed this handsome three-story
structure in 1923. Andrew Sandgren, well-
regarded Chicago architect, designed

the building to include four storefronts—
originally Welch’s Cafeteria, Lulias Brothers
Groceries, Wilmette Glass & Paint Works,
and a bakery, Huber & Pirung. Sixteen
apartments were on the second and third
floors. Lambrecht Jewelers has been located
here since 1953, another long-time business in
the community.

The front of the building is clad in terra
cotta, made by the Northwestern Terra Cotta
Company of Chicago, at one time the largest
terra cotta manufacturer in the U.S. Be sure
to admire the original metal awning at the
entrance and the embellishments around
the doorways. Look up to see the lovely
stone decoration along the roofline and the
ironwork railings on the upper floors.

Postcard view looking east on Central Avenue, with
the Nelson Building second from right, about 1925.
Notice the brick streets.
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Rockhold Building, 1923
1 1137-41 Central; 1177-95 Wilmette

This distinctive structure with its faux-Tudor
timbers is the Rockhold Building—it says so
over one of its doorways. It was built in 1923
by a developer named Frank A. Rockhold, a
Wilmette resident (1014 Elmwood). Prominent
architect, Alfred Alschuler, designed the
building. Alschuler lived in Winnetka and
was responsible for many distinctive buildings
in downtown Chicago, including the London
Guarantee Building at 360 N. Michigan
Avenue, as well as similar Tudor Revival
buildings in downtown Winnetka.

The Rockhold Building was designed to
hold 14 stores and 20 offices. The Wilmette
Café was here, for instance, from opening day
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in 1923 until the 1960s. As is true of many of
the buildings downtown, professional services
have traditionally operated out of office

space on the second story—doctors, dentists,
lawyers, optometrists, therapists, and so on,
have all painted their names on the windows
over the years. The late Dr. John P. Walsh, who
grew up in Wilmette, opened his optometry
office above what was then the corner
Walgreens Drugstore on September 1,1951.
Dr. Walsh dispensed eye care for 55 years,
until he retired in 2006. Artist and master
craftsman Josef Puehringer operated Crystal
Cave from 1969 to 2012, creating beautiful
gifts for thousands of Wilmette families

and businesses. Other long-time firms in

this commercial complex were various paint
supply companies and Scandia Catering
(1950-2019).

Intersection of Wilmette and Central Avenues,
showing the Rockhold Building, about 1946
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