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Old News

For the first twenty-five years of its life as

a village, Wilmette did not have its own
newspaper. The only place that Wilmette readers
in these early decades could find truly local news
about their community was in the Evanston
Index (started 1872), which sometimes carried
stray bits from nearby communities under such
headings as “What People in Wilmette are
Doing.” A little later there was the Evanston
Press (1890) and the North Shore News (1893),
which also featured occasional short paragraphs
about Wilmette. Local historians are very glad of
those scraps — it was from the Index, for instance,
that we first learned about the 1908 referendum
that closed the Gross Point saloons, while the
North Shore News told us about the efforts of the
Wilmette Woman’s Club to persuade the railway
to replace the old depot. But for Wilmette folks
these scattered mentions were a far cry from
having a newspaper of their own.

Although Wilmette enjoyed its first real spurt

of growth in the 1890s, the village was still so
small that it was not until 1898 that anybody
thought it worthwhile to start a newspaper
primarily aimed at local readers. Aptly named
Local News, Wilmette’s first newspaper was
started by a businessman named C. H. Rush. We
don’t know much about Rush except that he was
a local magistrate and real estate entrepreneur.
We can also surmise that he rubbed some people
the wrong way; in 1899, the paper ran a plea for
subscriptions asking the reader to “lay aside your
prejudice against the publisher, if you have any.”
The range of news covered, it declared, would
be “quite a panorama. . .birth, marriage, death,
church, school, municipal and society matters,
fire, burglary, and personal items.” Local News
was published every Thursday from 1898 to 1916
— 50, about 900 issues, during a period that saw
Wilmette transform from a sleepy rural village
into a bustling commuter suburb. From the
standpoint of the Wilmette historian, the great
tragedy of Local News is that of those 900 issues
of the paper, only 17 survive today. What can
still be gleaned from these deeply browned, torn,
crumbling pages gives some inkling of what’s
been lost. For instance, a 1916 feature on the two
silent movie theatres that had been built in the
summer of 1914 contains, along with various
fascinating details, the only surviving photos

of the original interior of the Village Theatre,
which was in what is now the Baker Building,
and the only photos of the exterior of what is now
the Wilmette Theatre. There can be no doubt
that if we had a set of Local News, we would
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understand much more fully than we do now
what life in the Village was like at the end of the
19th century and the beginning of the 20th.

Luckily, for the period after 1912 we do have
one other early paper that has survived in much
greater abundance: the Lake Shore News.
Starting out as an Evanston paper, the LSN in
1912 acquired new owners who expanded it
from 8 to 16 pages and declared their intention
to cover Evanston, Wilmette, Kenilworth,
Winnetka, and Glencoe. But from the beginning,
Wilmette was a main focus, and in 1914,

it made Wilmette its home and resolved to
become henceforth “a purely local paper” and “a
Wilmette institution.”

The building that housed the Wilmette Exchange Bank
and Local News at 1222 Central, ca. 1905..

For a time, it succeeded. These would soon be
tumultuous times for every town in America,
and Lake Shore News was there, week after
week, to cover the impact on Wilmette of the
First World War. The volume for 1918 is full

of fascinating wartime stories and detailed
accounts of life on the home front. The paper’s
coverage of the immediate postwar period is
equally engrossing, as we have learned from the
long-missing 1919 volume of LSN that someone
donated to the Museum only a few years ago.
The following year, 1920, saw the worst natural
disaster in Wilmette history: a tornado that tore
through the middle of the Village. Most of what
we know about this far-reaching catastrophe
comes from the pages of Lake Shore News.

As the Twenties dawned, a storm of a different
kind was already starting to turn Wilmette’s
newspaper scene on its head — in fact it would
transform the newspaper business of the entire
North Shore. That storm had arrived in the shape
of a visionary young man named Lloyd Hollister.
Watch this space for the rest of this remarkable

story.





