
In the early 20th century, a nationwide 
“community center movement” began. The 
goal was to have a place where the social, civic, 
cultural, and recreational interests of the citizens 
of a town could be pursued, and problems could 
be discussed and solved. Community centers, it 
was hoped, would support American democracy. 
In 1913, a new Illinois law furthered the 
movement by authorizing municipalities to levy 
a tax to support these facilities. 

Winnetka paved the way on the North Shore 
by creating its community house in 1911. The 
building included an assembly room, kitchen, 
billiard room, gymnasium, stage, and club 
rooms. Local organizations were housed in the 
facility, and everyone was welcome to participate 
in its wide variety of activities and events.

This house at 545 Park Avenue was Wilmette’s community 
house from 1919 to 1922.

Wilmette’s leaders have long recognized that a 
real community is more than just people living 
within municipal boundaries.A community 
also involves sharing interests and experiences, 
and caring for one another. Throughout the 
village’s history, our leaders have tried to 
provide activities that bring residents together 
and develop connectedness and caring. These 
efforts have included several attempts to create a 
community center.

Multiple proposals for a Wilmette community 
center were advanced, but only one ever got 
off the ground. When voters rejected a 1914 
proposal to levy a tax for a community center, 
the Wilmette Woman’s Club stepped forward. 
It purchased the house at 545 Park Avenue 
for $1,800 and converted it into a community 
house. Members hoped that the project would 
eventually lead village government to take over 
the operation and expand it. The project was 
funded from the profits of a resale shop that the 
club operated at Greenleaf and Poplar avenues.

The community house at 545 Park Avenue 
opened in December 1919. It was widely used 

for activities of a civic, educational, cultural, and 
recreational nature. However, its potential was 
limited because it lacked many features required 
to satisfy the needs of the village’s 10,000 
residents, like an auditorium, gymnasium, 
playgrounds, athletic fields, and meeting 
rooms. Moreover, the operating costs exceeded 
the profits of the resale shop, and fundraising 
became a burdensome necessity.

In 1921, the club hired an expert to survey 
residents and determine their needs for social 
and recreational facilities. When preliminary 
results showed that the existing community 
house “cannot be adapted to plans for future 
community work,” the club shut it down. The 
expert’s final report detailed a significant 
shortage of facilities for recreational activities 
and a lack of coordinated planning for the use
of existing facilities. It recommended the 
creation of a community center with expansive 
outdoor and indoor space for a wide range of 
activities.

Less than one year later, voters approved a 
referendum authorizing the Village to purchase 
a large tract of land fronting on Ridge Road, 
west of a proposed new school building (Howard 
School) that would include a gymnasium and an 
auditorium, making the overall site “one of the 
most splendid community centers in the vicinity 
of Chicago,” according to the local newspaper. 
(Today, Howard School is gone, and most of 
the land is part of Howard Park.) In 1926, the 
Village established a playground and recreation 
commission to plan and administer a
comprehensive recreation program for all 
residents of the village. In 1973, this function 
was transferred to the park district.

Calls for a community center have been silent in 
recent decades, probably because the facilities 
and programs that a center might offer have 
been provided by park district, library, and 
school facilities and programs. Nevertheless, 
a strong community spirit continues to be a 
worthy goal -- one that’s harder to achieve now, 
because forces in modern society draw folks 
away from local involvement to remote spheres 
of engagement. Wilmette’s Sesquicentennial 
provided opportunities for reinvigorating 
residents’ connections to their village and 
fellow residents, but the task of creating and 
maintaining a connected and caring community 
is ongoing.
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