
Dear Friends,

As is always the case around these parts, 
summer has gone by too fast. 

The season of outdoor activities kicked off at 
the museum with our Open House in May. We 
were pleased to welcome back the Wilmette 
Community Band on the front lawn. I love to 
see us continue traditions like these, because 
it reminds me of the fact that our dear old spot 
on Ridge Road has always been a place for the 
community to gather.

We truly lucked out with our Historic Garden 
Walk on June 25! The rain largely held out until 
just five minutes after the event ended. Thanks 
to all who attended or volunteered. We are 
especially grateful to the homeowners and the 
wonderful folks at the Baha’í House of Worship 
who helped make the day a success.

This summer we’ve also had two wonderful 
interns working with us -- Clare Daly and 
Caitlyn Mulligan. You can read more about 
the projects they completed on page 4 of this 
newsletter. And of course, you’ll be able to see 
the results of their hard work in the museum 
when you come to visit. 

It’s also been so much fun having “Pigs on 
the Loose” Scavenger Hunt participants stop 
by to cash in their game boards. Our summer 

scavenger hunt is becoming a true Wilmette 
tradition. The only downside to the hunt is that 
we have no idea how we’ll top this year’s theme 
-- who doesn’t love a good pig? 

Our annual car show is coming up on Sunday, 
September 24. The event returns to the 
Museum’s parking lot this year with the theme 
Muscle Memories, muscle cars of the late 1960s 
to the early 1970s. These classic, high-powered 
American cars are sure to be great fun for auto 
enthusiasts of all ages.

While I know fall can be busy with the start 
of school and other activities, I hope you make 
the time to interact with the museum in the 
months ahead. Perhaps you’ve been meaning 
to visit to view the exhibits, or you’d like to see 
if we have anything about your house or have 
another random question about Wilmette’s 
history. Maybe you even have something in 
your possession that you’d like to ask us about 
donating (yes, something from 20 years ago or 
even yesterday is still history!). We are always 
here Sundays-Thursdays, so don’t hesitate to call, 
email, or stop by.

All my best,

From the DirectorWilmette Historical
Museum
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Feature Article
The Pulpit and the Pompadour By David Pratt

In the museum’s files on the First 
Congregational Church of Wilmette, there’s 
a curious item from the March 25, 1902 
Chicago Daily Tribune. Atop page three of 
that day’s paper, there is a photograph of 
the Rev. William H. Walker, his hair slicked 
back, his moustache groomed but bushy and 
bountiful. Above this framed image is the 
headline “PREFERS HIS POMPADOUR 
TO HIS PASTORATE.” According to the 
article that follows, Dr. Walker had “been 
out of sympathy with his congregation for 
sometime,” but dwindling attendance due 
to Walker’s personal appearance finally 
precipitated his resignation.

“A few months ago, to please my mother-in-
law, I began to comb my hair in pompadour 

style,” Walker is quoted as saying. “Then my 
audiences began to grow small and members 
of my congregation went to hear Dr. Willett 
and others at Evanston. I preached the 
same kind of sermons that was preached in 
Evanston, but the women of the congregation 
preferred to hear a better looking man than I.” 

Trying to verify something as subjective 
and ephemeral as the role Rev. Walker’s 
appearance played in his resignation is tricky 
historical business. The Tribune itself states 
that “no member of the congregation would 
admit that there was truth in the report.” For 
anyone trying to get into the minds of Walker 
and his flock 120 years after the fact, the 
Wilmette brief in the Evanston Press 	            	
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Pompadour continued

published March 29, 1902 further complicates 
the matter. The Press quotes a letter Walker 
wrote in response to an unnamed Chicago 
newspaper “in which he facitiously[sp] points 
out the following facts:

‘--1 My congregations have not decreased on 
account of my wearing my hair pompadour, 
for they have not decreased.
‘2 -- I did not know that my congregation 
objected seriously to my wearing my hair 
pompadour.
‘3 -- I did not resign because I knew that my 
congregation objected to my wearing my hair 
pompadour.
‘4 -- I do not wear my hair pompadour to 
please my mother-in-law.
‘5 -- I do not wear my hair pompadour and 
have not for the last eight months.’”

This back-and-forth between Walker and 
the Tribune had been ongoing since at least 
February 17, 1902, and that misspelled 
qualifier, “facitiously,” may be key to 
understanding Walker’s part in it. If the 
Tribune in fact falsely attributed to Walker the 
claim that his pompadour led to a diminished 
congregation, they misattributed a statement 
that nonetheless reads in Walker’s droll voice. 

Did Walker really believe he was so 
unattractive he drove his congregation to 
Evanston? That question may remain an 
historical curiosity, and Walker may have 
helped it so remain by providing competing 
accounts to the press. As the Tribune 
suggests, though, the question of Walker’s 
fashion choices (or his mother-in-law’s 
fashion preferences) is just the epilogue to a 
longer conflict between the Reverend and his 
congregants. 

The Tribune first reported on the tension at 
the First Congregational Church -- on the 
front page, no less -- on February 17, 1902. 
A succession of headlines and subheadings 
summarize: “BROKERS SCORED BY 
THEIR PASTOR / Wilmette Clergyman Tells 
Board of Trade Members of Congregation 
They Are Robbers. / RISKS AS BAD AS 
DUELS. / Pastor Walker Declares That 
Wealth Obtained by Speculation Is Wealth 
Stolen.” The next day’s paper followed up with 
another front-page headline, this one even 
more prominently centered and featuring the 
pompadoured visage of Walker that would 
reappear in the March 25 paper: “CRITIC OF 
BROKERS MAY LEAVE PULPIT: TART 
RETORTS FROM BOARD OF TRADE 
MEN.” The story slid back to page 3 on 
Monday, February 24: “AGAIN ATTACKS 
THE BROKERS. / Wilmette Pastor Says 
Certain Speculators in Grain Are Cormorants, 
Fattening on Society.”

While the Tribune considered Walker’s 
sermons newsworthy, they were hardly 
unique. In Inside Money: Brown Brothers 
and the American Way of Power, Zachary 
Karabell accounts for the American “tension 
between the perceived vices of easy money 
versus the virtues of hard,” tracing critiques of 
speculation back to distrust between debtors 
and lenders in ancient Europe. 

According to Karabell, critiques of finance 
became more vigorous with every financial 
crisis in America through the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. Harper’s Weekly provides 
a typical example following the Panic of 
1857: “Stock gambling is certainly the most 
ruinous of pursuits; for it not only leads to 
pecuniary loss, but it unfits a man for any 
work, and in nine cases out of ten saps his 
moral principles... The miserable, idle good-
for-nothing creatures who hang about the 
Stock Exchange... are really the most pitiable 
wretches in the city; for they could not, if they 
would, work at any honest labor.”

With the rise of progressivism and the 
ascendancy of Theodoore Roosevelt to the 
presidency at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, such rhetoric would only become 
more mainstream. 
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Reverend William H. Walker, as pictured in the 
Chicago Daily Tribune.
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Pompadour continued

What may have made Walker’s sermons newsworthy is that, 
as the Tribune reiterated in successive articles about them, the 
preacher was “out of sympathy” with his audience. According 
to the Tribune’s characterization, Walker was calling 
speculators “robbers” and “gamblers” right to their assembled 
faces. “As the sermon progressed,” claims the first article 
from February 17, “the men under fire became uneasy and 
glanced towards the door as if to leave.” 

Walker may have been emboldened by indifference, or even 
desire to be drummed out. He had already resigned from the 
church two weeks earlier; the resignation was not accepted. 
Or, he may just have been a bold fellow. “There is no telling 
what you will find out if you will only read the newspapers,” 
he is quoted as preaching in the March 1, 1902 Evanston 
Press:

“I was astonished to learn from the papers last Monday 
morning that I have been preaching for nearly three years to a 
congregation of board of trade operators and stock gamblers. I 
had supposed I was preaching to a congregation of honorable 
men. I’m glad I’ve found you out at last. However, I belonged 
to the newspaper profession long enough myself not to believe 
all that I see in the newspapers; and to tell the truth, I have my 

doubts about this latest exposure. Of course, I need not say that 
it would have made no difference with regard to my sermon on 
speculation if you had all been brokers or stock gamblers. As 
you well know I’m not accustomed to file my message to suit 
the cuticle of the congregation.”

The evidence available today appears to support Walker’s 
claim here. Whether he would grease his hair to suit the eye of 
his mother-in-law, none may ever know for certain.


