
In the 1850s and 1860s, a group of local real 
estate investors, most having moved to Chicago 
from the east coast, set about creating a town 
from a settlement in the woods. Their projects 
benefited their property investments as well as 
their own lives as residents of the community.

John Gedney Westerfield and Rebecca Dingee 
Westerfield came to Wilmette from New York 
in 1857, having purchased 200 acres of the 
old Ouilmette Reserve. They built a home at 
what is today Michigan and Lake Avenues and 
farmed the land. John was an innovator and 
started Northern Pickle Works on the lakefront 
property, one of the earliest pickle businesses 
in the Midwest. Trained as a land surveyor, he 
also created early plats of the village. Many 
relatives came to join the Westerfields in the 
early settlement, including Mathias Gedney 
and members of the Dingee family, including 
Solomon and Squire, all of whom prospered in 
the pickle business, and Jane Dingee Shantz. 
John Westerfield was elected to the first Village 
Board in 1872 and served as Wilmette’s very 
first Village President. Previous to the formation 
of Wilmette, the local governing body was New 
Trier Township, founded in 1850.

Another prominent village organizer was 
Alexander McDaniel. McDaniel came to the 
North Shore in 1836 from New York state and 
married Emeline Huntoon of Evanston in 1842. 
They lived in various areas of the North Shore 
before settling in Wilmette in 1853. McDaniel 
struck it rich in the California Gold Rush and 
invested some of those profits in Wilmette 
property. He was very active in the development 
of a new town, investing  his own money in the 
project, along with a millionaire from New York 
named Henry Dingee, a relative of Rebecca 
Westerfield. McDaniel, Dingee and a handful of 
early residents funded community projects such 
as the early train stations, the Protestant union 
church, a public schoolhouse, and many street 
improvements.

John Gage, his wife, Portia and their family 
came to Chicago in 1836 from New York state 
to open the first flour mill in the city. Like other 
early investors, Gage began to purchase land in 
Wilmette in the 1850s. In 1857, he  bought two 
tracts near the lake from Mary Dennis, paying 
$13,173, much more than Dennis paid in 1838. 
John and Portia never lived in Wilmette, but 
their sons Asahel, Henry, and Augustus Neander 
moved here from Chicago in the 1870s, Asahel 

to 1134 Elmwood, Henry to 1401 Chestnut and 
Augustus Neander to 1210 Greenwood. 

The Gage brothers advised their parents about 
their local land investments. The  Museum has 
many letters between family members in which 
they discuss building their real estate business. 
In one 1869 letter, Henry writes to his mother: 
“Asahel & self were out to Wilamette [sic] 
Wednesday and went over our tract and part of 
McDaniel’s and I think they mean business…. I 
tell you that land is going to be elegant when it is 
properly fixed up. McD. is selling land very low 
@ $200 to 250 per acre near the depot.”

Additional village boosters arrived in the early 
1870s, including Benjamin Franklin Hill and 
Hubbard Latham.  Although the Hills came to 
the area in 1836 (Hill Road is named for them), 
they moved to DeKalb County ten years later, 
and B.F. Hill did not return until 1872. Latham, 
from Sandwich, Illinois, in Dekalb County, 
moved to Wilmette in 1874. Hill went into the 
real estate business with Latham and McDaniel 
and developed the area that became known 
as Hillville (vicinity of 3rd to 6th and Maple),  
as well as the Hill & Latham and the Hill & 
McDaniel subdivisions.  All three men were gold 
rushers and served as Wilmette Village Trustees.

Other early men and women also contributed to 
creating a community by establishing churches 
and social organizations, including Rufus and 
Julia Kirk, Simon Kline, Andrew Sherman, 
Benjamin Munn, and William Panushka.

These early residents were optimistic about 
creating a new village and motivated to make a 
difference. Many early Wilmette subdivisions 
still bear their names, such as Gage’s Addition 
to Wilmette, McDaniel’s Subdivision, and 
Westerfield’s Addition. From this modest 
beginning, a beautiful suburb was developed.
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Built in 1875, the Union Evangelical Church at the 
northeast corner of Wilmette and Lake Avenues was 
funded in part by Westerfield, McDaniel, and Dingee.

By Kathy Hussey-Arntson




